An Analysis of Teacher Perspectives on the Mississippi Alternative Assessment of Extended Curriculum Framework by Bezue-Tull, Greerlynn Myrtice
The University of Southern Mississippi
The Aquila Digital Community
Dissertations
Fall 12-2013
An Analysis of Teacher Perspectives on the
Mississippi Alternative Assessment of Extended
Curriculum Framework
Greerlynn Myrtice Bezue-Tull
University of Southern Mississippi
Follow this and additional works at: https://aquila.usm.edu/dissertations
This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by The Aquila Digital Community. It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations by an
authorized administrator of The Aquila Digital Community. For more information, please contact Joshua.Cromwell@usm.edu.
Recommended Citation
Bezue-Tull, Greerlynn Myrtice, "An Analysis of Teacher Perspectives on the Mississippi Alternative Assessment of Extended




The University of Southern Mississippi 
 
AN ANALYSIS OF TEACHER PERSPECTIVES ON THE MISSISSIPPI 
ALTERNATE ASSESSMENT OF EXTENDED CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK 
 
by 
Greerlynn Myrtice Bezue-Tull 
 
Abstract of a Dissertation 
Submitted to the Graduate School 
of The University of Southern Mississippi 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

















AN ANALYSIS OF TEACHER PERSPECTIVES ON THE MISSISSIPPI 
ALTERNATE ASSESSMENT OF EXTENDED CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK  
by Greerlynn Myrtice Bezue-Tull 
December 2013 
For more than a decade, federal legislation has been characterized by increasing 
standards of accountability for learning for all students.  With the passage of No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001, and the reauthorization of the Individuals With Disabilities 
Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004, schools are now accountable for special 
education students, even students with severe cognitive disabilities, in every aspect of 
education, including increased student achievement through access to the general 
education curriculum.  Moreover, IDEIA (2004) mandated that students with severe 
cognitive disabilities participate in high-stakes accountability testing through individual 
state-developed alternate assessment measures. 
This study investigated whether Mississippi’s special education teachers 
perceived the Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Educational Curriculum Framework 
(MAAECF) as providing an accurate assessment of performance for students with severe 
cognitive disabilities.  The study also examined the extent and ways that the MAAECF is 
used in curricular and instructional decisions for students identified as having severe 
cognitive disabilities in Mississippi schools.  Finally, this study investigated teacher 
perspective of the MAAECF and the extent to which training, support, feedback, and 
student interaction might have impacted the accuracy, usefulness, and quality of the 
MAAECF.   
iii 
 
A quantitative research design was used for this study.  A researcher-developed 
survey, the Alternate Assessment Rating Scale (AARS), was provided to participants in 
the six southern counties of the Mississippi gulf coast.  The results from the AARS 
provided quantitative data that were analyzed using appropriate statistical tests to provide 
insight into the researcher’s questions. 
This study revealed that Mississippi special education teachers perceive the 
following of the  MAAECF: not providing an accurate assessment of performance for 
their students with severe cognitive disabilities; that they infrequently use the data from 
the MAAECF in making curricular and instructional decisions; the quality of training 
programs is believed it to be of good quality; that in regard to accuracy in measuring 
student performance, the student interaction component made the greater difference; that 
regards to usefulness of the results of the MAAECF, the support component of the 
MAAECF made the most difference; that with regard to the quality of administering the 
MAAECF, feedback and support made the most difference and  that overall, Mississippi 
special education teachers from various counties on the gulf coast perceived the use of 
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For more than a decade, federal legislation has been characterized by increasing 
standards of accountability for learning for all students, including students identified as 
having severe cognitive disabilities.  In 2001, Congress passed the No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) Act, which outlines expectations for states and the local education agency (LEA) 
to ensure that school districts perform adequately each year based on student achievement 
scores on high-stakes accountability testing.  This legislation emphasizes that all children, 
including those with severe cognitive disabilities, be included in accountability measures 
(NCLB, 2001).  In addition to passage of the NCLB, the reauthorization of the 
Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004 stated that 
accountability for student achievement applies to all subgroups, including students who 
are eligible for special education services.  Furthermore, IDEIA mandated the use of 
alternate assessments to measure academic performance for these children.  In addition to 
the use of an alternate assessment, IDEIA, like the NCLB Act, includes a provision for a 
highly qualified staff.  In order to ensure that school personnel have the skills and 
knowledge necessary to improve the academic achievement and functional performance 
of children with disabilities, IDEIA (2004) mandated high-quality, intensive preservice 
preparation and professional development for all personnel who work with children with 
disabilities.  This professional development is to focus on preparing teachers to use 
scientifically based instructional practices to the maximum extent possible when 




In response to the reauthorized IDEIA (2004), states have developed alternative 
assessments to measure the performance of students with severe cognitive disabilities.  In 
Mississippi, this assessment is known as the Mississippi Alternate Assessment of 
Extended Curriculum Frameworks [MAAECF], (Mississippi Department of Education, 
2007).  It is designed to measure student progress and performance toward state 
standards, assess individual student strengths/weaknesses, and document academic 
achievement.  The MAAECF is currently administered to students with severe cognitive 
disabilities in Grades three through eight and Grade 12.  A focused study of the issues 
related to alternate assessments was needed to determine the effectiveness and efficiency 
for the use of these measurements in regard to students with cognitive disabilities.   
Rationale for Study 
Alternate assessments are proposed to aid accountability and curricular access for 
students with severe cognitive disabilities (Roach, Elliott, & Berndt, 2007).  Although 
increased accountability is desirable, the question is whether an alternate assessment such 
as the MAAECF provides the needed data to adequately measure progress for students 
with disabilities and provides curricular access for these students.  Furthermore, little data 
exist as to how and if teachers use results for making curricular and instructional 
decisions.  Finally, implementation of alternate assessments is often complex and time 
intensive (Turner, Baldwin, Kleinert, & Kerns, 2000), leading to a debate as to whether 
the time and effort in administering the assessment is worth the cost of administration.   
After more than 10 years of the enactment and implementation of the NCLB Act, 
the question remains as to whether the use of alternate assessments is accomplishing is 




efficiency of the use of alternate assessments in making an impact on learning outcomes 
for students.  Moreover, there is a lack of evidence to substantiate whether the NCLB Act 
of 2001 and IDEIA (2004) has accomplished the purpose of increased participation in the 
general education curriculum for students in special education classrooms.  This gap in 
the literature suggests the need for research related to the mandate for the use of alternate 
assessment as a framework for measuring progress of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities. 
This study examined the extent to which educators perceived that the MAAECF 
provided an accurate assessment of academic performance for students with severe 
cognitive disabilities.  This study contributed information to narrow the gap in research as 
to whether the law has had an impact on guiding curriculum and instruction for this 
subgroup of students.  Finally, teachers’ satisfaction of the quality of professional 
development training for the administration of the MAAECF provided insight into the 
process for preparation for administration of the alternate assessment system. 
Background of the Study 
Prior to the authorization of Public Law 94142 in 1975, Education for All 
Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA), education law did not provide for a free and 
appropriate public education for children and youth with disabilities (Yell, Rogers, & 
Rogers, 1998).  However, in 1975, the passage of the EAHCA, Sec. 3(b)(3)), stated that 
all qualified persons with disabilities within the authority of a school district are entitled 
to a free appropriate public education (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).  An 
appropriate education may include education in regular classes with the use of related 




classrooms for all or portions of the school day.  The program must be designed to meet 
individual needs to the same extent that the needs of nondisabled students are met (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007).  Students with disabilities must participate with 
nondisabled students in both academic and nonacademic services, including meals, 
recess, and physical education, to the maximum extent appropriate considering their 
individual needs (Individuals With Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 1997).  The 
reauthorizations of what was originally known as Public Law 94-142 included passage of 
the IDEA of 1997.  IDEA (1997) mandated that students with disabilities be included in 
accountability assessment programs with accommodations, if necessary, and that states 
and the LEA provide alternate assessments for those students deemed unable to 
participate in content standards assessments (U.S. Department of Education, 2005). 
At the turn of the century, the Clinton administration established legislation 
known as Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994).  This outcomes-based education 
reform legislation required schools to ensure all students reach full potential as evidenced 
by data collected to measure, compare, sort, analyze, and categorize student performance.  
Goals 2000: Educate America Act mandated public school districts correct deficits 
identified through the analysis of these data.  This legislation was followed by the 
passage of the NCLB Act of 2001, which stipulated that states and the LEA develop 
procedures to ensure school districts perform adequately each year based on student 
achievement scores on high-stakes accountability testing.  Furthermore, this legislation 
emphasized all children, including those with severe cognitive disabilities, be included in 




The reauthorization of the IDEIA (2004) mirrored the NCLB Act with regards to 
accountability for student achievement in all subgroups, including students who are 
eligible for special education services.  Furthermore, IDEIA included a requirement for 
high-quality, intensive preservice professional development for all personnel who work 
with children with disabilities in order to ensure that such personnel have the skills and 
knowledge necessary to improve the academic achievement and functional performance 
of these children.  In addition, IDEIA (2004) mandated the use of scientifically based 
instructional practices, to the maximum extent possible, in the instruction of children with 
disabilities. 
In response to IDEIA (2004), states have developed alternative assessments to 
measure the performance of students with severe cognitive disabilities.  In Mississippi, 
the alternate assessment for students with severe cognitive disabilities is known as the 
MAAECF.  It was designed to document academic achievement by measuring student 
progress and performance toward state standards and assessing individual student 
strengths and weaknesses.  The MAAECF is administered to students with severe 
cognitive disabilities in Grades three through eight and Grade 12.   
Areas assessed on the MAAECF include mathematics, reading/language arts, and 
science.  The Center for Alternate Assessment Review of Evidence and Scoring 
(CAARES) and Mississippi educators who designed the assessment were responsible for 
identifying “clusters” that must be addressed each year (Mississippi Department of 
Education, 2007).Teachers and administrators are given the flexibility in choosing 
objectives based on the individual student’s strengths and needs while providing 




To ensure growth and challenge in academics, the objectives must be varied and 
cannot be the same as used in prior years (NCLB, 2001).  Direction is provided in 
gathering documents yearly to guarantee each competency is assessed.  Although each 
grade level has similar elements for assessment, the test necessitated teachers to use their 
knowledge of each individual student’s abilities and individual education plan (IEP) 
goals to make decisions on which cluster to administer (Mississippi Department of 
Education, 2008-2009).   
Teachers of students with severe cognitive disabilities are trained in data 
collection, scoring, daily instruction for integrating age-appropriate activities, 
understanding the assessment, and improving reliability and validity when collecting 
documentation (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007).To gage the effectiveness of 
the training and the reliability of the use of the MAAECF, the Mississippi Department of 
Education requires teachers involved in the assessment of a student with severe cognitive 
disability be qualified.  A qualified user of the MAAECF must take and pass a qualifying 
test after participating in a day-long training session that can be completed either face-to-
face, via online, or teacher-as-trainer model (Mississippi Department of Education, 
2007).  The Mississippi Department of Education (2007) also conducts “random 
monitoring of assessment, evidence, and rating results on representative samples of 
schools after the completion of the MAAECF each year” (p. 22). 
Elliott, Thurlow, and Ysseldyke (1996) stated that teachers and those 
implementing assessments can provide valuable opinions on how assessments impact 
their classrooms and students.  According to this research, teachers can provide the 




(Elliott et al., 1996).  In the last 12 years, pursuant to the mandate of the NCLB Act, 
research has been conducted on the importance of assessments for students with 
disabilities, alignment of the assessment to the general curriculum, and meeting the needs 
of the students who take the assessment (Hager & Slocum, 2002; Mistretta, 2008; 
Towles-Reeves, 2007).  It has only been in the last 7 years after the mandate of IDEA 
(1997) that research has been conducted with regard to how teachers perceived the state-
developed alternate assessment for the basis of making change (Staugler, 2004).   
In states that have inquired about teacher perceptions of alternate assessments, 
researchers have found teachers experience tremendous pressure due to the fear that 
assessments of students are designed to evaluate teacher performance rather than student 
performance (Thompson, Johnstone, Thurlow, & Altman, 2005).  Another source of 
pressure identified was the extra hours outside of the classroom required to complete the 
alternate assessment (Langefeld, Thurlow, & Scott, 1997; Thompson et al., 2005).  
Research conducted by Clardy (2004) and Flowers, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Browder, and 
Spooner (2005) on teacher’s perceptions of alternate assessment also revealed similar 
negative aspects.  Their research also revealed that teachers felt the assessment was more 
of a reflection of the teacher’s work than the student and the assessments were 
demanding and time-consuming (Clardy, 2004; Flowers et al., 2005). 
In addition to teacher attitudes of alternate assessment, another factor having an 
impact on this process is the quality of teacher training.  Horvath, Kampfer-Bohach, and 
Kearns (2005) stated students of teachers, who have been well trained in instruction and 
assessment, will tend to achieve higher scores during assessment.  Teachers who 




Kleinert, & Kearns, 2001) and have been trained in participation and accommodation 
decisions on large-scale assessments (DeStefano, Shriner, & Lloyd, 2001) tend to also 
have students who score higher on alternate assessments.  Research also suggested that 
teachers who are trained in using assessment data to make instructional decisions produce 
better student scores on alternate assessments (Browder, Karvonen, Davis, Fallin, & 
Courtade-Little, 2005; Karvonen, Flowers, Browder, Wakeman, & Algozzine, 2006).  In 
fact, the key to successful test administration is to provide teachers with excellent 
training, give them a well-defined scoring rubric, and ensure they are familiar with how 
the student best demonstrates what he or she is capable of doing (DeStefano et al., 2001). 
Statement of the Problem  
In response to the mandate of the NCLB Act of 2001 and IDEIA (2004), interest 
concerning the use of assessments to measure learning outcomes for all students based on 
targeted content standards.  IDEIA (2004) stipulates the use of alternate assessments for 
students with disabilities and alignment of these assessments to the general curriculum. 
The question remains as to whether the alternate assessment is accomplishing the goal of 
higher standards and improved educational outcomes for students with severe cognitive 
disabilities.  To meet the NCLB Act and IDEIA mandates, that all students participate in 
accountability measures, states have invested funds and time in the development of 
alternate assessments.  However, educational research was limited as to the effectiveness 
and efficiency of the use of alternate assessments in making an impact on learning 
outcomes for students with severe cognitive disabilities.  Lawmakers, policymakers, and 




accountability through assessment will not ensure a positive outcome for students with 
disabilities. 
Evidence supports the fact that teachers provide valuable information on the 
impact of assessment on instructional practices and student outcomes (Elliott et al., 
1996).  Moreover, in recent years, the research on teacher perception of the use of 
alternate assessments for students with severe cognitive disabilities has become integral 
to making changes in instructional practices for these students (Staugler, 2004).  In fact, 
according to research by Elliott et al. (1996), teachers provide essential information to 
identification of problems and generating solutions to improvement of assessment 
practices.  Providing teachers with quality training in administration of alternate 
assessments is essential to ensure that students demonstrate their best performances and 
that the assessment is implemented with fidelity to measure their performances 
(DeStefano et al., 2001). 
Research Questions 
This quantitative study addressed the perspectives and concerns of teachers 
administering the MAAECF in the various counties of the Mississippi gulf coast region.  
The sample included 123 special education teachers at 133 schools, which was the total 
number of special education teachers who administered the MAAECF during the 2011-
2012 school year within this school district geographic area.  The teachers provided 
answers to the survey through electronic mail.  The special education teachers were 
selected by their participation in administering the MAAECF during the 2011-2012 





The following questions were addressed: 
1.  To what extent did special education teachers report that the MAAECF 
provided an accurate assessment of performance for students with severe cognitive 
disabilities? 
2.  To what extent and in what ways did special education teachers report that the 
results of the MAAECF were used in making curricular and instructional decisions for 
students identified as having severe cognitive disabilities in Mississippi schools? 
3.  What was the reported extent and quality of training programs for special 
education teachers who administered the MAAECF? 
4.  How did special education teachers report the influence of training (i.e., 
support, feedback, and student interaction) compared to the accuracy, usefulness, and 
quality of the MAAECF?  
Significance of the Study 
The disconnect between federal law requiring alternate assessment for students 
with severe cognitive disabilities and the actual practice of implementing these 
assessments was explored to provide lawmakers and educators with information as to the 
effectiveness of using the alternate assessment.  For more than 38 years, federal 
legislation has been characterized by increasing standards of accountability for learning 
for all students, including students identified as having severe cognitive disabilities 
(IDEIA, 2004).  To meet the mandate in the law for all students to participate in 
accountability measures, states have invested funds and time to development of alternate 
assessments.  The research, however, was limited or void as to the effectiveness of these 




 Results of this study provided reports from special education teachers regarding 
the use of the MAAECF.  Specifically, teachers responded to the accuracy of the 
assessment, use of the results of the assessment, quality of training programs, and the 
significance of specific training components.  The quality of training programs for 
administration of the MAAECF must be considered due to the investment of federal 
dollars and teacher involvement.  Furthermore, the results of this study will be used to 
inform administrators and teachers in the southern Mississippi gulf coast districts as to 
how teachers report issues involved in administering the MAAECF.  Although data 
collected from this research were limited to the sample and not subjected to statistical test 
to determine generalization to other populations, the findings may prove helpful for 
guiding curriculum and instruction for students in Mississippi schools identified as 
having severe cognitive disabilities.  The data from this study may also help school 
districts in identifying improved assessment practices for students with severe cognitive 
disabilities. 
Operational Definitions 
The following terms are defined to identify their use within this study. 
Alternate assessment.  This term refers to a form of student assessment used in 
place of standardized tests for the purpose of measuring a student’s knowledge or ability 
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2008-2009). 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act.  This term refers to a 
law ensuring services to children with disabilities throughout the nation (Individuals With 




Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended Curriculum Frameworks 
(MAAECF).  This term refers to a part of the Mississippi statewide assessment system 
designed to assess the educational performance of students with disabilities who cannot 
meaningfully take the Mississippi curriculum tests even with accommodations 
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2008-2009). 
Special education teachers.  This term refers to teachers who have been licensed 
by Mississippi Department of Education in various counties of the Mississippi gulf coast 
who were employed during the 2011-2012 school year (Mississippi Department of 
Education, 2011a) who administer the MAAECF to students who are eligible under the 
category of severe cognitive disabilities.   
Student with severe cognitive disability.  This term refers to a student whose 
intellectual functioning is measured two to three or greater than three standard deviations 
below the norm on individually administered psycho-educational assessment of 
intellectual functioning and is identified as eligible for special education services based 
on Mississippi state criteria for entry into special education (Mississippi Department of 
Education, 2003). 
Assumptions 
The following assumptions were presented to decrease threats to the validity of 
the study: 
1.  Questionnaire is structured in a format to establish internal validity. 





3.  Questionnaire is clearly stated affording all participants the same 
understanding of the intended meaning of the questions. 
4.  Forced-choice responses were employed to require participants to take a stand 
on a single side of an issue with no option for a neutral response. 
5.  Participants in the study gave adequate effort to responses by engaging in 
reflective practice to provide information that accurately described their beliefs and 
experiences. 
6.  Participants in the study refrained from providing responses based on political 
stance or personal feelings about NCLB. 
7.  Data collected were assumed to follow the normal distribution. 
Delimitations 
The following delimitations were identified as factors that limited or prevented 
generalizations of the findings of this study: 
1.  The participants in this study were volunteers.  The results may be biased from 
the viewpoint of education and involvement with the MAAECF. 
2.  The content and scope of this study was limited to special education teachers 
in various counties of the Mississippi gulf coast who teach and assess students with 
cognitive disabilities. 
Organization of the Remaining Chapters of the Study 
The remaining chapters of this study provide the context for investigation of the 
problem regarding the extent to which educators in six counties of the Mississippi gulf 
coast perceive the MAAECF provides an accurate measurement of performance for 




data obtained from the MAAECF are guiding curriculum and instruction for students 
with cognitive disabilities in the various county schools and also how Mississippi special 
education teachers rate the quality of training for administration of the MAAECF.  
Chapter II provides an analysis and synthesis of current educational literature related to 
the goals and importance of alternate assessment in regards to students with severe 
cognitive disabilities.  A review of special education laws, mandates, and legislation will 
be presented to provide insight into the question of whether mandated changes in special 
education policy have resulted in efficient revisions in instructional practices for students 
with severe cognitive disabilities.   
Chapter III of this study describes the research design and method.  The 
population for the study is teachers in various counties of the Mississippi gulf coast who 
taught and administered the MAAECF to students with severe cognitive disabilities for 
the 2011-2012 school year.  A quantitative research design was employed; the researcher 
developed and disseminated an instrument to participants to determine the extent of 
perceived importance and use of data in regards to the MAAECF.   
Results of this study are reported in Chapter IV by disaggregating the data into 
categories based on the information received.  Appropriate statistical analyses were 
applied to determine the difference among the mean scores of the groups.  Lastly, 
Chapter V provides conclusions and discussions of the findings and recommendations for 
further study.  Finally, references and appendices are included to provide supporting 







REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
The purpose of this chapter is to offer a review of literature and research 
pertaining to the current legislation and reform in the U.S. public education system, with 
a concentration on the assessment of students with severe disabilities.  The chapter begins 
with a discussion of standards-based reform as the theoretical framework for the study.  
Following this discussion, a comprehensive summary of the movement of special 
education and legislation is included that encompasses a time line of the legislation and 
policies that helped increase services and accountability for students with severe 
disabilities.  To understand the extent of the changes made through legislation in the field 
of special education, a view is provided of the history of special education and how the 
changes affected accountability for children with severe cognitive disabilities and the 
student’s service providers.  An overview of the legislation requiring the alternate 
assessment mandate is provided and includes a review of curriculum and best practices 
that have evolved through the years via legislation and policies for students with severe 
disabilities.  These changes have also brought to the forefront challenges in the 
development of the alternate assessment.  Teachers also face challenges in implementing 
the alternate assessments resulting from the changes in legislation and policy.  Finally, 
the chapter will end with an in-depth review of the MAAECF and how the alternate 
assessment has adhered to the legislation and policies of the times. 
Theoretical Foundation 
Education reform is not new to Americans.  In the late 1970s, educational reform 




procedures, and ideas (Ladd, 1996).  Then, in the 1980s, the focused shifted to improving 
educational outcomes.  McLaughlin and Rhim-Morando (2007) noted this shift in 
structure came about because of “pressure to ensure that students are adequately prepared 
to enter the workforce, in an increasingly global economy; and a fixation with managerial 
efficiency” (p. 26).  By the late 1990s, the American public still wanted and demanded a 
better quality of schools for their children and saw the need for improved accountability 
measures for their educational outcomes (National Commission on Excellence in 
Education, 1983).  The focus in education shifted from “the process of education to the 
outcomes of the educational process” (Geenen, Thurlow, & Ysseldyke, 1995, p. 1). 
The results of “the process of education to the outcomes of the educational 
process” (Geenen et al., 1995, p. 1) necessitated educational standards and educational 
outcomes to rely on the use of high-stakes assessments to signify and quantify the 
educational progress (Zatta & Pullin, 2004).  Congress indorsed and extended its 
commitment to the mandates of the NCLB Act of 2001 through the endorsement of 
standards-based reform (Zatta & Pullin, 2004).  This law requires annual testing of 
students to include those with severe cognitive disabilities.  The policy also requires 
school districts to determine whether schools are making adequate yearly progress in 
academic standards by using valid and reliable measures and publicly reporting the 
outcomes of the assessments (NCLB, 2001).  The principle behind standards-based 
reform requires states to set higher standards for students in the areas of performance.  
The students’ performance is then measured against given standards via assessments.  If 
need be, schools are given the ability to overhaul the areas of concern for students to 




for meeting performance standards (NCLB, 2001).  The expectant outcome for standards-
based reform is for students to meet and possibly exceed those standards (Zatta & Pullin, 
2004). 
According to Zatta and Pullin (2004), standards-based reform relies on three main 
components: content standards, performance assessments, and accountability.  
McDonnell, McLaughlin, and Morison (1997) stated that content standards were the 
major focal point in standard-based reform and noted, “They define the breadth and depth 
of valued knowledge that students are expected to learn, and they are intended to reduce 
the curriculum disparities existing across schools and school districts” (p. 31).  The 
performance assessment component is used to meet the criteria for guaranteeing 
accountably in meeting the goals of academic content standards (Zatta & Pullin, 2004).  
The accountability component, however, takes two forms in standards-based reform.  The 
first is student accountability defined as turning over some responsibility to students, and 
the second is system accountably defined as giving some responsibility to the educational 
system or those tied to the educational system (Zatta & Pullin, 2004).   
History of Special Education Curriculum 
As legislation and laws changed, guiding the growth of special education in 
public schools, so did the curriculum and instruction for students who were eligible under 
IDEA of 1997 (Browder et al., 2004).  Browder et al. (2004) explained that educators 
who taught students with severe cognitive disabilities now had to delve into a new 
territory by having to create programs with meaning and substance for their students.  
The 1970s found schools using the developmental model (Browder et al., 2004).  This 




her chronological age would be the best way to teach students with severe cognitive 
disabilities (Browder et al., 2004).  Soon after the developmental model, a philosophy of 
encouraging practical, age-appropriate skills to help develop self-determining living 
competences and access to the community called functional curriculum philosophy 
emerged (Browder et al., 2004).  The basis of home, community, recreation, and 
employment served as the underpinning of the functional curriculum (Browder et al., 
2004). 
According to Browder et al. (2004), the mid-1980s and early 1990s special 
education curriculum moved toward the social inclusion model.  This model allowed 
students with severe cognitive disabilities the opportunity to integrate with their 
nondisabled peers for the sole purpose of interaction, forming friendships, and practicing 
social skills (i.e., turn taking, communication).  The mid-1990s brought about the self-
determination model, which promoted choice making and goal setting (Browder et al., 
2004).  This model focused on students with severe cognitive disabilities making choices 
about their own lives. 
As the 1990s progressed and students with severe cognitive disabilities were 
making strides, an importance on access to the general curriculum came into the 
forefront.  The general curriculum access model was brought about based on the 
emphasis that all students, including those with severe cognitive disabilities, could learn 
and should be given the opportunity to do so in the general setting (IDEIA, 2004).  The 
general curriculum access model embraced a philosophy that stresses differentiated 
instruction and the importance of linking curriculum to academic skills.  This model 




content (Browder et al., 2004).  The grade-level content that is being taught is based upon 
achievement standards.  For this reason, progress for students with severe cognitive 
disabilities must then be assessed by means of a state alternate assessment (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2005). 
Legislation and Policy 
The innate changes behind educational reform in the United States have been 
guided by the hand of the federal government through legislation.  This is most noted in 
the area of special education with reauthorization of the IDEA (Browder et al., 2005).  No 
longer will students with severe disabilities attend school for the sake of attaining 
developmental skills, functional skills, or possible work skills (Browder et al., 2005).  
The curriculum for special education students is now set to include students with severe 
cognitive disabilities in the general education classes to teach severe cognitive disability 
students the state standards, while also including the students in high-stakes 
accountability measures (Browder et al., 2005).  In addition to the above educational 
demands for students with severe cognitive disabilities NCLB (2001) also consists of 
requirements for teachers of students with severe cognitive disabilities.  These 
requirements come in the form of meeting highly qualified status and participating in 
continuing staff development (NCLB, 2001). 
With the passage of IDEA in 1997, the NCLB Act of 2001, and IDEIA of 2004, 
states, districts, and schools have been working to revamp the way children with severe 
disabilities are taught and assessed.  According to Hunter (as cited in Mistretta, 2008), 
this change in legislation has presented an exceptionally difficult problem in an area of 




services” (p. 13) for all children to guaranteeing students with severe disabilities meet 
state standards on high-stakes testing. 
Prior to the passage of the EAHCA of 1970 and the amendments in 1975, there 
were no laws governing the admittance of students with disabilities in public schools 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2005).  This law, enacted by the U.S. Congress, required 
all public schools that were receiving federal funds make available equal entrance to 
education for children with physical and mental disabilities (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005).  Schools along with parental input were required to develop 
educational plans for students with disabilities that would parallel the education of their 
nondisabled peers (Yell, M. L., 1997).  Through many amendments and law suits by 
parents of children with disabilities, Congress once again made changes to improve the 
educational services and treatment of these children (Mistretta, 2008).   
In 1990, Congress passed an amendment to the EAHCA, but in 1997, the 
legislation was renamed the IDEA.  In 2004, Congress slightly revised the name of the 
legislation to the IDEIA.  By including the word improvement in the name of the 
legislation, Congress focused educators on the intent that all students improve academic 
performance (Mistretta, 2008).  The changes were intended to end segregation of students 
with disabilities from their nondisabled peers, enact due process for parents, require states 
and LEAs to meet minimum federal special education standards, and require improved 
educational and transitional results for students with disabilities (IDEIA, 2004).   
At the turn of the century, the Clinton administration established legislation 
known as Goals 2000: Educate America (1994).  This outcomes-based education reform 




evidenced by data collected to measure, compare, sort, analyze, and categorize student 
performance.  Goals 2000: Educate America mandated public school districts correct 
academic deficits identified through the analysis of these data.  Passage of the IDEA of 
1997 mandated that students with disabilities be included in regular assessment programs 
with accommodations, if necessary, and that states and the LEA provide alternate 
assessments for those students deemed unable to participate in content standards 
assessments (IDEA, 1997).  In 2001, Congress passed the NCLB Act, which outlined 
expectations for states and LEAs to ensure that school districts performed adequately 
each year based on student achievement scores on high-stakes accountability testing.  
Furthermore, this legislation emphasized that all children, including those with severe 
cognitive disabilities, be included in accountability measures (NCLB, 2001).  The 
reauthorization of the IDEIA of 2004 stated that accountability for student achievement 
applies to all subgroups, including students who are eligible for special education 
services to include students with even the most severe disabilities.  Along with assessing 
all students, documentation of all state and district assessments given and how well each 
subgroup did or did not do must be provided to the public (IDEIA, 2004). 
As the NCLB Act has been implemented, states have experienced challenges in 
meeting the expected accountability measures in the law (Resmovits, 2012).  As a result 
of these challenges, the Obama administration has been faced with responding to the 
needs of the schools in various states (Resmovits, 2012).  In 2012, the U.S. Department 
of Education granted waivers to 33 states to exempt them from rigorous test 
requirements.  Mississippi was included among the states that received waivers 




include college and career-ready standards and the evaluation of teachers using students’ 
performance on standardized test as one part of the teacher evaluation criteria 
(Resmovits, 2012).  The request for an NCLB waiver submitted by Mississippi 
Department of Education indicated that Mississippi intends to comply with the 
requirements of the waiver.  The requested waiver included a commitment on the part of 
the Mississippi Department of Education (2012c) to the following principles: college and 
career expectation for all students, state-developed differentiated recognition, 
accountably and support, and support of effective instruction and leadership. 
Highly Qualified Teacher 
NCLB of 2001 and IDEIA of 2004 have increased accountability in various areas 
of public education (Roach et al., 2007).  In addition to increased standards for student 
outcomes, teacher certification standards have also changed.  Under the requirement of 
NCLB and IDEIA, teachers not only have to make sure every student, including students 
identified as having severe cognitive disabilities, meets the ever-increasing standards of 
accountability for learning, but the teachers themselves must meet the conditions of 
becoming highly qualified (NCLB, 2001).  In an article by Safier (2007), the purpose 
behind the highly qualified requirement in NCLB was explained as making sure teachers 
are “better prepared for the task of promoting academic achievement by all students” (p. 
66. 
According to the NCLB Act, the term highly qualified means teachers who teach 
core academic subjects must have at least a bachelor’s degree, full state certification, and 
proven competency in the subject areas they teach (Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006).  




their subject matter, teach more than one subject, or teach all subjects, which is the case 
for most special education teachers, must now abide by the provisions set forth to ensure 
students are taught by skilled staff.  In order for Mississippi teachers to obtain the highly 
qualified status, the Mississippi Department of Education (2012b) requires special 
education teachers to take the Praxis II Fundamental Subjects K-12 test, 0511, which 
assesses context in language arts, math, science, and social studies, although the special 
education students must be working below grade level (Mississippi Department of 
Education, 2012b).   
In a national study conducted by Kossar, Mitchem, and Ludlow (2005), teachers, 
administrators, parents, and policy makers were asked their perceptions of the NCLB Act 
requirements pertaining specifically to adequate yearly progress and highly qualified 
teachers.  Eppley (2009) noted many participants convey their apprehensions of a 
negative impact NCLB has on finding, hiring, and retaining highly qualified teachers 
(especially in rural areas).  It was also noted the participants in the study felt special 
education teachers should be considered highly qualified based on their certification and 
should not be required to obtain the highly qualified status by taking more classes or 
enduring more testing (Kossar et al., 2005).   
Professional Development 
A review of the literature revealed that professional development can positively 
impact not only the performance of teachers in the classroom but also the achievement of 
their students (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005; Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002; 
Joyce & Showers, 2002).  Program formats, such as peer-to-peer support models, 




more outdated and more expensive guest speakers (Erickson, Noonan, & McCall, 2012).  
Becoming familiar with current best practices in professional development and then 
implementing programs that meet this standard is essential to the future of an effective, 
efficient educational system (Sprague, 2006). 
Professional development for teachers who are required to administer the alternate 
assessment must meet the standards set forth in the research.  According to the 
Mississippi Department of Education (2012a), professional development for teachers 
administering the MAAECF can be accessed through three delivery models: on line, face 
to face, and train-the-trainer model.  A signature is required for each participant 
indicating attendance at the training as well as proficiency in administering the 
assessment (Mississippi Department of Education, 2012a).  Participants must meet 
fidelity standards as measured by a quiz before being approved to administer the alternate 
assessment (Mississippi Department of Education, 2012a).  Added fidelity measures 
during administration of the assessment include a monitor, second rater for specific 
sections of the test, and videotape of sessions that are scored using a fidelity rubric 
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2012a).  To guarantee further that the MAAECF 
is administered correctly, the Mississippi Department of Education (2007) will annually 
conduct “random monitoring of assessment evidence and rating results” (p. 22). 
Other documentation to ensure fidelity includes submission of the portfolio 
including acceptable evidence of student performance.  Staff qualified to administer the 
alternate assessment must be a special education teacher or other licensed professional 
who works with the student and is trained in assessment procedures (Mississippi 




and data-collection form, progress determination form, and a medial form (Mississippi 
Department of Education, 2012a). 
Components of Curriculum 
IDEIA (2004) stipulates that all children have access to a free appropriate public 
education that prepares them for further education, employment, and independent living.  
With this goal in mind, the curriculum for students with severe cognitive disabilities 
differs from the general education curriculum.  The Mississippi state extended standards 
for students with severe cognitive disabilities include content in language arts, 
mathematics, and science.  Appendix A illustrates standards for content and grade level 
for each of these three areas. 
Academic performance assessed on the MAAECF includes the following: 
1.  Language arts classes require six objectives in Grades three-eight and Grade 
12. 
2.  Mathematics requires seven objectives in Grades three and four and six 
objectives in Grades five through eight. 
3.  Science requires seven objectives in Grades five, eight, and 12.  (Science is not 
assessed (or required) for Grades three, four, six, and seven (Mississippi Department of 
Education, 2011b). 
Assessment Pros and Cons 
In education, assessments have been used to measure overall student performance, 
distribution of funds to schools, ascertaining schools that need support, and other 
decisions (Baker & Linn, 2002).  The NCLB Act of 2001 mandated testing for all 




The mandate required testing to be aligned to state standards and the outcome of 
the assessments to be reported as accountability measures for the district, teachers, and 
states.  A review of the research on assessment identified voices for and against high-
stakes testing.  In their research on validity issues for accountability systems, Baker and 
Linn (2002) reported a large majority of stakeholders at all levels in the educational 
system believed high-stakes assessments tend to motivate students and improve their 
chances for a better future. 
In a report by Christie, Griffith, Ziebarth, Walker, and Weiss (2001), advocates 
for assessment cited the following positive attributes: tracking of year-to-year growth in 
student learning, determining if and how well the curriculum is aligned to state standards, 
and finding which students are behind and how to best help them.  Use of these 
assessments assists educators in implementing effective preventions and interventions 
rather than moving towards special education as an educational option (Christie et al., 
2001).  These efforts lead to an increase in the number of children participating in the 
general education program, which translates into higher student expectations and 
outcomes (Christie et al., 2001). 
Those who oppose assessment argued that testing narrows the focus of 
curriculum, emphasizes rote memory, and interferes with effective learning and teaching 
practices (Christie et al., 2001).  Moreover, one study reported that use of high-stakes 
accountability assessments may inadvertently increase the dropout rates.  In addition, this 
study revealed that assessments do not test creative thinking or problem solving and 





In summary, assessments provide states, districts, parents, and teachers with a 
measure of how the educational system is performing.  Assessment practices also provide 
a picture of how well students are learning the content taught.  Assessments will continue 
to be a topic of controversy at all levels of education (Hardman & Dawson, 2008).  Until 
the next idea that can incorporate measures of accountability, student learning, and 
alignment of curriculum to state standards, assessments will continue to be used to 
provide the information demanded by stakeholders (Hardman & Dawson, 2008). 
Population 
Prior to IDEA 1997, students with disabilities were often exempted or not 
included in state-wide assessments (Browder et al., 2005).  IDEA 1997 required that 
students with disabilities be included in state and local assessment systems; however, not 
all states complied (Browder et al., 2005).  This was mostly due to the challenging 
demands that students with severe disabilities presented to educators (Browder & 
Cooper-Duffy, 2003; Browder et al., 2003; Browder et al., 2004). 
 The students who are now required by law to be included in statewide assessment 
are those with distinct, yet diverse disabilities (Towles-Reeves, Kearns, Kleinert, & 
Kleinert, 2009).  This group of students includes those who have severe cognitive 
disabilities, severe autism, deaf or blindness, or multiple disabilities (Towles-Reeves et 
al., 2009).  These students may have difficulties in expressive and receptive 
communication and may use augmentative and alternative communication systems 
(Towles-Reeves et al., 2009).  In addition, these students may have attention and 
engagement issues as well as motor problems that increase the challenge of developing 




 In addition to these difficulties, these students also require extended time for skill 
acquisition, maintenance, and generalization (Kleinert, Browder, & Towles-Reeves, 
2009).  This group of students may also have health care needs that present “unique  
access challenges for instruction and assessment conditions” (Schafer & Lissitz, 2009, p. 
9).  Based on these characteristics and other factors, these students would be likely 
candidates for participation in the state alternate curriculum as well as the state alternate 
assessment. 
Alternate Assessment Mandate 
Historically, students with disabilities participated in assessments that were 
determined by the special education teacher and driven by the student’s IEP.  The 
objectives and goals of the student’s IEP were practically the only accountability measure 
and the single driving force behind a student’s educational endeavor (Eisenberg, 2006).  
However, IDEA 1997 authorized all students, including those with severe cognitive 
disabilities, to be given access to the general education curriculum and to be taught 
grade-level content, along with being assessed to determine their knowledge of the 
curriculum. 
To ensure that students with all types of disabilities were included in all aspects of 
education, the NCLB Act (2001) added the requirement that students with disabilities be 
included in the statewide accountability measures and be counted in the results of such 
measures.  IDEIA 2004 added to the accountability measures by appending to the 
amendment that “states and districts must issue reports to the public about state and 




disabilities on assessments” (Wrightslaw, 2011, Reports to the Public section, para. 1) in 
reading, mathematics, and science. 
According to Standards and Assessment Peer Review Guidance through the 
Office of Elementary and Secondary Education and the U.S. Department of Education, 
alternate assessment is defined as an assessment designed for the small number of 
students with disabilities who are unable to participate in the regular state assessment 
even with appropriate accommodations (U.S. Department of Education, 2005).  These 
legislative mandates created unique problems for all concerned.  Rabinowitz, Sato, Case, 
Benitez, and Jordan (2008) found many states had tremendous difficulty ascertaining 
alternate content standards and finding a curriculum that was parallel to and aligned with 
the general education curricula, while still taking into consideration the unique needs of 
each student with a disability being assessed.  Creating, implementing, and administering 
valid and reliable alternate assessments within the guidelines of the NCLB Act and being 
able to find teachers who can teach the curricula and administer the assessments within 
the time frame given by the federal government were among some of the more 
reservations identified. 
Although the above laws mandated students with severe cognitive disabilities be 
included in state and district assessments and accountability measures, the laws 
themselves did not mandate how the “states should develop alternate assessments policies 
or procedures” (Rabinowitz et al., 2008, p. 4).  This aperture left states to create their own 
version of what they felt would best work for them based on the states’ knowledge of 





Challenges States Faced With Developing Alternate Assessments 
Rabinowitz et al. (2008) completed research through the CAARES about alternate 
assessments for special education in the southwest region states.  Through the study, five 
main challenges emerged as states implemented their alternate assessment policies and 
practices.  The first challenge found by Rabinowitz et al. was to figure out who would 
participate in the alternate assessment.  Next, educators had to identify what content 
would be measured.  The third challenge discovered in the research by Rabinowitz et al., 
(2008) was to define technical adequacy for the assessment, and the fourth challenge was 
to create an assessment that was reliable and valid.  Finally, the fifth challenge was 
focused on how to define proficient performance (Rabinowitz et al., 2008).   
Challenges Faced by Teachers 
Special education teachers have also been greatly affected by the changes of 
federal and state legislation and policy.  The mandates of IDEIA (2004) support first-rate, 
concentrated training and professional development for all who work with children with 
disabilities.  This training is to ensure that the teachers, aides, and administrators have the 
“skills and knowledge necessary to improve the academic achievement and functional 
performance of children with disabilities, including the use of scientifically based 
instructional practices, to the maximum extent possible” (IDEIA, 2004, para. 3). 
In the past, most changes brought about in education overlooked teachers’ 
opinions about what was best for their students.  In research conducted by Wangber (as 
cited in Kampfer et al., 2001), 63% of teachers surveyed felt that education reform had 




educators believed the achieved reforms took into account concerns of the administrators 
and not the teachers (Wangber, as cited in Kampfer et al., 2001). 
In most states, it is special education teachers who administer the alternate 
assessments to students with severe cognitive disabilities (Kampfer et al., 2001).  
Research conducted by Kampfer et al. (2001) and Kleinert, Kennedy, and Kearns (1999) 
have shown that teachers can serve as a vital part of the review and improvement of 
assessment practice.  With that in mind, other researchers such as Cameto et al. (2010) 
and Roach et al. (2007) looked to focus on teacher concerns in regard to alternate 
assessments.  Through studies focusing on teacher concerns with assessing student 
learning, researchers have reported teachers spending a significant amount of time 
outside of the classroom preparing for the assessment procedures (Ezell, Klein, & Ezell-
Powell, 1999; Kampfer et al., 2001; Koretz, Barron, Mitchell, & Stecher, 1996).  
Teachers were also concerned about the reliability of scoring the assessment (Kampfer et 
al., 2001).  Teachers reported their belief that the assessment was designed to evaluation 
the teacher rather than the student (Kleinert et al., 1999).  Some teachers indicated the 
amount of assistance and support provided by states was very low and they often felt 
secluded (Kampfer et al., 2001).  Flowers et al. (2005) noted only 28% of teachers who 
responded to the survey believed their students had more access to the general education 
programs than prior to the reauthorized IDEIA (2004).  Only 25% of the teachers who 
responded to the survey reported any growth in objectives on their students IEPs.  A mere 
25% of those who responded also seemed to report a better quality of education since the 




Research by Kleinert et al. (1999) revealed positive impact in the area of 
improvements in instructional programming among students with severe cognitive 
disabilities.  The same research revealed teachers are generally encouraged about the 
inclusion of students with severe cognitive disabilities in the state accountability practices 
(Kleinert et al., 1999). 
Mississippi’s Alternate Assessment of the Extended Curriculum Frameworks 
In order to abide by NCLB 2001 and IDEIA 2004, Mississippi needed to develop 
and put in place a curriculum and an alternate assessment for students with severe 
cognitive disabilities that were reliable and valid (Mississippi Department of Education, 
2007).  The Mississippi Department of Education formed a team composed of state 
directors, university professors, researchers, and superintendents.  In June of 2004, this 
team became known as the Alternate Assessment Leadership Team.  The first order of 
business was to develop another team identified as the Alternate Assessment Workgroup 
(AAW), which included parents, special education teachers, and special education 
administrators from across the state of Mississippi (Mississippi Department of Education, 
2007).  The AAW would eventually work through the challenges that emerged similar to 
a study conducted by Rabinowitz et al. (2008).  The AAW would also create the 
MAAECF.  The MAAECF became Mississippi’s answer to the mandates of IDEA 
(1997), NCLB (2001), and IDEIA (2004).  According to the Mississippi Alternate 
Assessment Technical Manual for the MAAECF, the purpose of the assessment is not 





individual students’ achievement of specific knowledge and skills in Language 
Arts (Reading and Writing) and Mathematics which are aligned with the state’s 
Extended Curriculum Frameworks.  The achievement of students with significant 
cognitive disabilities, as a group relative to expectations articulated by alternate 
grade-cluster proficiency (achievement) standards with grade-specific cut scores.  
The progress of students with significant cognitive disabilities, as a group, relative 
to the expectations for progress set by the state in the form of an Adequate Yearly 
Progress index.  (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007, p. 2) 
There are eight steps identified in the assessment process according the 
Mississippi Department of Education (2011b) Office of Student Assessment, which 
include the following:  
Step 1: Identify Whether or Not the Student Meets the Participation Criteria for 
the MAAECF  
Step 2: Identify Whether the Student Will Be Assessed through the Progress or 
Attainment Assessment Type  
Step 3: Identify the MECF Objectives for Assessment  
Step 4: Develop an Instructional Plan to Assess the Student  
Step 5: Collect Baseline Evidence  
Step 6: Provide Instruction on the MECF Objectives and Collect Secondary 
Evidence  
Step 7: Collect Final Evidence  




 Elliott, Roach, Kaase, and Kettler (2009) noted the MAAECF utilizes a 
“standards-focused, comprehensive rating scale used to assess students’ achievement” (p. 
242).  Teachers use observation of skills performed during daily classroom instruction 
and work samples of their student’s class work as evidence of knowledge on items being 
assessed (Mississippi Department of Education, 2011b).  These items are pulled from a 
bank of objectives in the Mississippi Extended Curriculum Framework (MECF), 
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2011b).  According to Elliott et al. (2009), 
selection of specific items from the bank are aligned with the students’ IEPs and scored 
using objective multidimensional rubrics.  The items on the assessment are required to be 
more complicated as students’ progress in their education.  The MAAECF measures the 
achievement of students with severe cognitive disabilities in the areas of language arts, 
mathematics, and science (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007).  In these content 
areas, students’ scores are converted to proficiency descriptors and assigned to grade-
level achievement (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007).  The levels are minimal, 
basic, proficient, and advanced.  The MAAECF also requires two or more raters for 
check and balance purposes (Elliott et al., 2009). 
Not unlike the concerns and challenges of Rabinowitz et al. (2008), Mississippi 
developers of the alternate assessment found themselves facing similar challenges 
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2007).  However, according to Mississippi 
Department of Education (2007), the AAW faced an additional challenge rather than the 
five challenges identified by Rabinowitz et al. (2008). while developing the alternate 
assessment.  Like the findings from the CAARES, the AAW was charged with deciding 




creating a reliable and valid alternate assessment, and providing high-quality training and 
support to educators (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007).  The AAW identified 
the sixth challenge as the need to define a system of proficiency for performance on the 
alternate assessment (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007). 
Mississippi’s solutions to the six challenges were identified and addressed 
through the teamwork of the AAW.  In Challenge 1, deciding who should participate in 
the alternate assessments, Mississippi reviewed their state’s definition of significant 
cognitive disability and its guidelines for participation in the alternate assessment.  They 
determined the guidelines for participation were sound and reasonable and that the 
participation rates for students with severe cognitive disabilities would be limited to no 
more than 2% of the state’s eligible student population (Mississippi Department of 
Education, 2007).  Challenge 2, deciding what content the alternate assessment should 
measure, was tackled by a group of 45 individuals who represented general and special 
educators, parents, special education advocates, and university faculty from across the 
state (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007).  The extended content standard the 
team developed is known as the MECF.  The MECF is systematized according to a “four-
level hierarchical structure, with the most general level being a content area” (Elliott et 
al., 2009, p. 241).  Each content area is made up of numerous content strands that 
incorporate various competencies.  Each competency can be further defined by specific 
objectives (Elliott et al., 2009).   
Challenge 3, creating an accessible assessment, was accomplished by using 
Thompson, Johnstone, and Thurlow’s (2002) universal design principles.  Universally 




“designed and developed from the beginning to allow participation of the widest possible 
range of students and to result in valid inferences about performance for all students who 
participate in the assessment” (p. 5).  This type of assessment was developed to add a 
“dimension of fairness to the testing process” (Thompson et al., 2002, p. 5).   
Challenge 4, creating reliable and valid alternate assessments, was solved by the 
development and use of the MAAECF item-rating rubric.  This rubric uses a 
multidimensional approach for the “collection of evidence and the quantification of 
judgments about students’ knowledge skill on items” (Mississippi Department of 
Education, 2007, p. 20), which have been aligned with the state’s extended curriculum 
frameworks.  In order to satisfy the requirement of validity in the assessment, it is noted 
the evidence collected and then rated by the teachers must demonstrate the knowledge.  
This scoring process is said to support the foundation for gauging the reliability and 
validity of the resulting test scores.   
To provide a remedy for Challenge 5, training and supporting educators to 
conduct high-quality assessments, the Mississippi Department of Education (2007) 
resorted to provide yearly “regional professional development sessions designed to train 
educators to use the MAAECF with high integrity” (p. 22).  The Mississippi Department 
of Education (2007) also developed a website that can be accessed by teachers to 
“address Frequently Asked Questions and provide case illustrations of the use of the 
MAAECF” (p. 22).  The Mississippi Department of Education requires teachers who 
administer the MAAECF to participate in a 1-day training service and pass a quiz.  
Participants can choose training in person or electronically using the Internet.  To 




Department of Education (2007) will annually conduct “random monitoring of 
assessment evidence and rating results” (p. 22).   
Finally, in response to Challenge 6, defining proficient performance on alternate 
assessments, a group of educators who were knowledgeable in “curricular and 
instructional needs of students with disabilities” (Mississippi Department of Education, 
2007, p. 23) and who also were familiar with alternate assessment came together to 
develop the Standard Setting Committee (SSC).  The SSC used a procedure called A 
Bookmark Procedure developed by Lewis, Mitzel, and Green in 1996.  Mitzel, Lewis, 
Patz, and Green (2001) (as cited in Cizek, 2001) explained the procedure as follows: 
The Bookmark Procedure simultaneously accommodate (a) selected-response and 
constructed-response test formats, (b) simplify the cognitive complexity required 
of standard setting judges, (c) connect the judgment task of setting cut scores to 
the measurement model, and (d) connect test content with performance level 
descriptors.  (p. 250) 
Through this endeavor, the SSC was able to obtain “grade-level cut scores” (Mississippi 
Department of Education, 2007, p. 22) and improved “performance level descriptions for 
each content area” (p. 23) of the MAAECF. 
The Mississippi Department of Education redesigned its alternate assessment 
based on the extended curriculum frameworks alternate achievement levels during the 
2008-2009 school year.   Perie (2009) noted the Mississippi Department of Education 
wanted to “better improve the alignment with the new grade-level content standards and 
to increase the academic rigor of the assessment” (p. 1).  According to the MAAECF’s 




it is how an evidence collection assessment that entails teachers collecting baseline data 
for selected objectives (Perie, 2009).  The teacher must teach the designated objectives 
and then collect final data on the student’s achievement.  For each subject assessed, the 
content is divided into three to five clusters that emphasize the main ideas in the content 
for that grade and subject.  It is noted the number of objectives in each cluster to be 
assessed is predetermined.  It is the teachers’ discretion to select the objectives (Perie, 
2009).  Once the items have been administered and the data have been collected, the 
students’ work is rated on two dimensions: performance and complexity (Perie, 2009).  
To assess performance, Perie said the MAAECF uses the attainment rubric, which 
“measures the degree of accuracy when the work is completed independently” (p. 4). 
Most students are assessed using the attainment rubric.  For those students who 
are “presymbolic” or students who communicate by means such as gestures, eye gaze, 
and purposeful moving to object and sounds, performance is measured using a progress 
rubric that tracks the amount of change between baseline and final measure.  This system 
allows for the evaluator to use judgment in observing the response rather than requiring 
an exact spoken response to record the answer (Perie, 2009).  All students who are 
participating in the MAAECF are measured on the complexity dimension.  The 
complexity dimension assesses the starting point of student learning and progresses to the 
application of the material learned.  Perie (2009) indicated that according to Mississippi 
Department of Education, any student who is assessed via the progress rubric “cannot 
attain proficiency” (p. 4).  These students will be recognized as “basic” in the adequate 





Literature Review Summary 
The literature review for this study provides a strong foundation to support 
inquiry as to the effectiveness of the use of the MAAECF for children with significant 
cognitive disabilities.  The theoretical foundation of the study is framed by standards-
based reform.  A thorough review of related legislation and educational policy was 
provided.  Moreover, the relevant history that was shaped by the laws and policies was 
articulated as rationale for development of the legislation.  The NCLB Act of 2001 and 
the IDEIA of 2004 require students with significant cognitive disabilities to be included 
in accountability measures and increase their participation in the general education 
curriculum (IDEIA, 2004; NCLB, 2001). 
A general review of assessment practices information is provided including 
literature that debates the pros and cons of assessment practices.  Finally, information on 
the alternate assessment process as defined in IDEIA (2004) was reviewed.  The alternate 
assessment mandate was detailed including the challenges Mississippi faced with the 
development of the MAAECF as well as challenges encountered by teachers who 
administer the assessment.  A description of the MAAECF, which was the focus of the 












Chapter III of this study describes the research design and method for addressing 
the research questions and hypotheses.  The detail for participants, including the 
population and samples, is provided.  The research design and procedures for the study 
detail the specific instrumentation for conducting the research along with a description of 
the data-collection process and statistical method of data analysis. 
Research Questions 
This study examined the use of the MAAECF with regard to the extent to which 
the results of the assessment have guided or changed curriculum and instruction for 
students with severe cognitive disabilities.  The study also examined teacher opinion of 
the quality of training and support that is provided before, during, and after the 
assessment is given.  The study examined teacher responses to the following research 
questions: 
1.  To what extent did special education teachers report that the MAAECF 
provided an accurate assessment of performance for students with severe cognitive 
disabilities? 
2.  To what extent and in what ways did special education teachers report the 
results of the MAAECF were used in making curricular and instructional decisions for 
students identified as having severe cognitive disabilities in Mississippi schools? 
3.  What was the reported extent and quality of training programs for special 




4.  How did special education teachers report the influence of training (i.e., 
support, feedback, and student interaction) compared to the accuracy, usefulness, and 
quality of the MAAECF?  
The hypotheses for Research Question 4 were as follows: 
H1: In regard to accuracy in measuring student performance, the training 
component of the MAAECF makes more difference than support, feedback, and student 
interaction. 
H2: With regard to usefulness of the results of the MAAECF, the student 
interaction component of the MAAECF makes the most difference to Mississippi special 
education teachers. 
H3: With regard to the quality of administering the MAAECF, training and 
student interaction has more influence than support and feedback as reported by 
Mississippi special education teachers. 
H4: Overall, Mississippi special education teachers from various counties on the 
gulf coast perceive the use of the MAAECF as beneficial. 
Participants in the Study 
The population for this study was 1,050 special education teachers in Mississippi 
who administered the MAAECF during the 2011-2012 school year.  After obtaining 
permission from the superintendent of the school district (see Appendixes B, C, and D), a 
convenience sample (Robson, 1993) of 123 special education teachers were selected, 
which represented the total number of special education teachers in six counties of the 
Mississippi gulf coast region.  The researcher contacted the Mississippi Department of 




six counties of the Mississippi gulf coast) who administered the MAAECF to students 
with severe cognitive disabilities and the number of students who participated in the 
assessment. 
Research Design and Procedures 
There are two basic types of education research: descriptive research and 
experimental research.  According to Creswell (2003) and McMillan and Wergin (2010), 
descriptive research is defined as a study in which the goal is to deduce a precise profile 
of a population, events, or situations.  Descriptive research answers the questions who, 
what, where, when, and how.   Experimental research is defined as experiments that are 
conducted to predict phenomenon or an experiment that is created to explain some kind 
of relationship (Creswell, 2003; McMillan & Wergin, 2010).  Descriptive research may 
be quantitative, qualitative, or a combination of both.  This study incorporated a 
quantitative approach to data collection but also used a correlational design to investigate 
the relationship among variables.  The instrumentation for this study was a researcher-
designed structure survey, The Alternate Assessment Rating Scale (AARS).  A 
descriptive research design yielding quantitative data was utilized.  The population for 
the study was Mississippi special education teachers in the southern various counties of 
the Mississippi gulf coast who taught and administered the MAAECF. 
Data-Collection Process 
A survey was developed and disseminated to participants to determine the extent 
of perceived importance and use of data in regards to the MAAECF.  The procedures 
presented in this chapter describe the researcher’s methods of ensuring that the study 




 This research was conducted in the state of Mississippi.  A self-reported 
questionnaire titled the AARS was used to obtain needed data.  Data collected from this 
study were analyzed to provide teacher reports regarding the use of the MAAECF.  
Specifically, teachers responded to the accuracy of the assessment, use of the results of 
the assessment, quality of training programs, and significance of specific training 
components.  The quality of training programs for administration of the MAAECF had to 
be considered due to the investment of federal dollars and teacher involvement. 
A pilot study was conducted to further validate the research questions.  The 
researcher started with a number of potential items (questions) for four teachers.  From 
there the four teachers were asked them to mark out items they felt were not appropriate 
based on the topic of research.  The researcher collected the items and compiled a new 
survey based on the responses for the four teachers.  The researcher then asked special 
education teachers from the local school districts to help pilot test the items.  Ten area 
special education teachers agreed.  The pilot study was implemented with the instructions 
for the 10 teachers to answer the questions in a manner that reflected their own 
perceptions.  Once the study was finished, the teachers were asked to provide verbal 
feedback.  Their responses were audiotaped for future review and to evaluate the research 
questions.  Results of the discussion confirmed that the research questions for this study 
appeared to be appropriate for probing the use of the alternate assessment for children 
with severe cognitive disabilities.   
Instrumentation 
The data for this research were collected using the AARS.  The AARS is a 15- 




Data were collected and analyzed using a quantitative method.  The survey was hosted by 
Survey Monkey, an online data analysis and support system.  The research design for this 
study was nonexperimental.  The data obtained from the AARS were subjected to 
inferential statistical analysis using SPSS, Version 21, which is a computer software 
program used to analyze quantitative data.   
There were 10 questions related to the content of the survey and five questions 
related to demographics.  Within the 10 questions, respondents were asked to mark the 
best answer that closely matched their experience with the MAAECF.  Demographic 
questions polled the age, years of teaching experience, gender, and level of education for 
each respondent.  The survey was sent via electronic mail (see Appendices E and F) to 
teachers who taught students with severe cognitive disabilities and had administered the 
MAAECF during the 2011-2012 school year in various counties of Mississippi.   
Question 1 on the AARS provided data for Research Question 1.  Questions 2 and 3 of 
the AARS provided data for Research Question 2.  Question 3 of the AARS was the only 
question that asked the participants to “mark all that apply.”  Questions 4 through 6 
provided the data for Research Question 3 and Questions 7 through 9 provided data for 
Research Question 4.  Question 10 on the AARS asked teachers how beneficial they 
perceived the use of the MAAECF to be.  Questions 11 to 15 were the demographic 
question about age, length of teaching, gender, level of education, and highly qualified 
status.  Participants were required to answer Questions 11, 12, 14, and 15 before 






Analysis of the Results 
The data from the questionnaire responses were analyzed to provide a summary of 
reports from special education teachers with regard to the use of the MAAECF.   
Teachers responded to the accuracy of the assessment, use of the results of the 
assessment, quality of training programs, and the significance of specific training 
components.  The quality of training programs for administration of the MAAECF had to 
be considered due to the investment of federal dollars and teacher involvement.  SPSS, 
Version 21, was used for the statistical analysis.  The following analyses were performed: 
frequencies, percentages, cross tabs with chi-square test of association to determine the 
degree of association between the variables, and one-sample chi-square tests to determine 
whether the observed frequencies were significantly different from the hypothesized 
frequencies. 
Summary 
The researcher collected information regarding scientific research-based 
instructional strategies.  The research was conducted in the state of Mississippi. 
Descriptive research using quantitative data was conducted.  Data collected from this 
study were analyzed using several statistical tests matched to the type of data received 






ANALYSIS OF DATA 
This chapter includes a summary of the data analysis as it relates to the study on 
teacher perspective on the Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended Curriculum 
Frameworks (Mississippi Department of Education, 2007).  The data were collected 
using the Alternate Assessment Rating Scale (AARS).  The AARS is a 15- item, 
electronic survey that probes teacher perspectives and demographics of responders.  Data 
were collected and analyzed using a quantitative method.  The survey was hosted by 
Survey Monkey, an online data analysis and support system.  The research design for this 
study was nonexperimental in nature.  The data obtained from the AARS were subjected 
to descriptive statistical analysis using SPSS, Version 21, a computer software program 
used to perform statistical analysis on quantitative data.   
There were 10 questions that were related to the content of the survey and five 
questions related to demographics.  Within the 10 questions, participants were asked to 
describe their experience with the MAAECF.  Demographic questions polled the age, 
years of teaching experience, gender, and level of education for each participant.   
Population and Sample 
The population for this study was special education teachers in Mississippi who 
administered the MAAECF during the 2011-2012 school year (N = 1,050).  A 
convenience sample (Robson, 1993) of 123 special education teachers was selected, 
which represented the total number of special education teachers in various counties of 
the Mississippi Gulf Coast region.  In order to obtain the specific number of teachers (of 




students with severe cognitive disabilities and the number of students who participated in 
the assessment, the researcher contacted the Mississippi Department of Education Special 
Education Department.  Of the 123 teachers in the convenience sample, 81 teachers 
participated; this represented a 66% response rate.  The participants were provided with a 
window of response time of 30 days.   
Demographic Data Analysis 
Along with specific questions about the MAAECF, the AARS also collected 
demographic information, which included age, length of teaching in the special education 
field, highest level of education, and whether participants were considered highly 
qualified as defined by the NCLB Act of 2001. Participants were asked to report their 
current age while responding to the AARS.  Of the 81 respondents, 50 selected 21-29 or 
younger age group, 1 selected 18-20 years of age, 0 selected 17 or younger age group, 10 
selected the 30-39 age group, 6 selected the 50-59 age group, and 3 selected ages 60 or 
older (see Table 1). 
Table 1 
Frequency of Reported Age 
 
Age Frequency              Percent 
 
17 or younger   0    0.0 
18-20   1    1.3 
21-29 50  61.7 
30-39 10  12.3 
40-49 11  13.6 






   
Age Frequency              Percent 
 
50-59 6 7.4 
60 or older   3    3.7 
Total 81 100.0 
 
As part of the demographics, participants were asked to identify their gender.  Of 
the 81 respondents, 59 were female and 17 were male.  Five participants did not respond 
to the gender question; as such, the total for gender was 76. 
Participants were asked to specify how many years they had been in the special 
education field.  Of the 81 participants, 29 selected 0-5 years, 18 selected 6-10 years, 22 
selected 11-15 years, 11 selected 20-25 years, and 1 selected 26 or more years (see Table 
2). 
Table 2 
Years of Experience Reported 
 
Years of experience Frequency Percent 
 
0-5  29  35.8 
6-10  18  22.2 
11-20  22  27.2 
20-30  11  13.6 
30 or more   1    1.2 





Participants were asked to specify their highest level of completed education.  Of 
the 81 respondents, 37 held a bachelor’s degree, 25 held a master’s degree, 17 held 
specialist degrees, and two had a doctorate (see Table 3). 
Participants were also asked to ascertain whether or not they were considered 
highly qualified by the guidelines of the NCLB Act of 2001.  Of the 81 respondents, 
more than half (56) were considered highly qualified in the field of special education 
according to the guidelines of NCLB and 25 were not considered highly qualified in their 
field of work. 
Table 3 
Level of Education Completed 
 
Level of education Frequency Percent 
 
Bachelor 37  45.7 
Masters 25  30.9 
Specialist 17  21.0 
Doctorate  2    2.5 
Total 81 100.0 
 
Descriptive Data for Content of the AARS 
 This section of analysis presents major findings for the research questions related 
to teacher perspective on use of the MAAECF to measure the performance of students 
with severe cognitive disabilities.   The following analysis of results from the AARS 





Research Question 1 
Research Question 1 asked, “To what extent do special education teachers report 
the MAAECF provides an accurate assessment of performance for students with severe 
cognitive disabilities?”  Survey Question 1 on the AARS asked respondents to rate the 
accuracy in measuring student performance.  A scale ranging from 1 to 4 was used to 
measure the variable of teacher perspective on accuracy (1 = not accurate; 2 = somewhat 
accurate; 3 = accurate; 4 = highly accurate).  The largest number of participants (n = 27, 
33.5%) indicated their perspective on accuracy was not accurate.  One respondent did not 
answer the question; as such, the total number of responses for this question was 80.  
Table 4 shows the frequency and percentages for these responses. 
Table 4 
Rating for Teacher Perspective on Accuracy for Measuring Student Performance 
 
Reported use Frequency Percent 
 
Not accurate 27  33.8 
Somewhat accurate 22  27.5 
Accurate 20  25.0 
Highly accurate 11  13.8 
Total 80 100.0 
 
Research Question 2 
Research Question 2 asked, “To what extent and in what ways did special 
education teachers report that the results of the MAAECF were used in making curricular 




in Mississippi schools?”  Survey Question 2 on the AARS asked respondents to rate the 
use of data results in making curricular and instructional decisions. 
A scale ranging from 1 to 4 was used to measure the variable of teacher use of 
data in making curricular and instructional decisions (1 = not at all; 2 = infrequently; 3 = 
frequently; 4 = always).  Twenty-five (30.9%) respondents reported infrequently using 
the data results in making curricular and instructional decisions.  Of the 81 respondents, 
19 (23.5%) selected not at all.  All 81 of the respondents answered the question.  These 
results are presented in Table 5. 
Table 5 
Extent and use of Data Results in Making Curricular and Instructional Decisions 
 
Response Frequency Percent 
 
Not at all 19  23.5 
Infrequently 25  30.9 
Frequently 21  25.9 
Always 16  19.8 
Total 81 100.0 
 
Survey Question 3 asked, “In what ways do you use the results of the MAAECF? 
(Mark all that apply).”  Question 3 on the AARS asked respondents to convey ways in 
which they used data results.  Four choices were given and participants were asked to 
select all that applied to assess the variable of teacher use of data results (1 = curricular 
decisions; 2 = developing IEP goals, services, and least restrictive environments; 3 = 




Forty-seven (61.8%) respondents reported using the data results in developing 
IEP goals, services, and least restrictive environments.  Out of the 81 respondents, 35 
(46.1%) selected curricular decisions, 24 (31.6%) selected transition, and 23 (30.3%) 
selected inclusion (see Table 6).  Of the 81 respondents, five did not answer the question.  
As such, the total number of participants responding to this question was 76.   
Table 6 
Ways Results of the Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended Curriculum 
Frameworks are Used 
 
Response Frequency Percent 
 
Curricular decisions   35  46.1 
IEP goals, services, and least restrictive 
environments 
 
  47 
 
 61.8 
Transition   24  31.6 
Inclusion   23  30.3 
 
Research Question 3 
Research Question 3 asked, “What is the reported extent of training programs for 
special education teachers who administer the MAAECF?”  Several survey questions 
were used to address this research question.  Survey Question 4 asked, “Did you attend 
training related to the MAAECF?”  Question 4 on the AARS asked respondents if they 
attended training.  A scale with two choices was given (1 = Yes; 2 = No).  A majority (n = 
71, 88.0%) of the respondents reported they attended training related to the MAAECF.  




Survey Question 5 asked, “In which training model did you participate.”  
Question 5 on the AARS related back to Question 4.  Respondents were asked if they 
attended training and in which training model they participated.  A rating scale with three 
choices was given (1= Mississippi Department of Education face-to-face model; 2 = 
teacher-as-trainer model; 3 = web-based training).  Of the 71 respondents who said yes, 
23 (32.4%) reported having participated in the Mississippi Department of Education face-
to-face training model, 22 (31.0%) reported participating in a teacher-as-trainer model, 
and 26 (36.6%) reported participating in a web-based training model.  Of the 81 
respondents, 10 did not answer the question.  Table 7 shows the frequency and 
percentages for these responses. 
Table 7 
Type of Training Model in Which Teachers Participated 
 
Reported model Frequency Percent 
 
Mississippi Department of Education face-to-face 23   32.4 
Teacher as trainer 22   31.0 
Web based 26   36.6 
Total 71 100.0 
 
Survey Question 6 was used to address this research question: “How would you 
rate the quality of the training component of the MAAECF in preparing you to administer 
the assessment?”  Respondents were asked to rate the quality of the training they attended 




quality in regards to the training model in which each teacher participated (1= poor 
quality; 2 = fair quality; 3 = good quality; 4 = high quality).  As shown in Table 8, of the 
81 respondents, 7 rated the training component poor quality, 21 rated the training 
component fair quality, 27 rated the training component good quality, and 16 rated the 
training component high quality training.  Of the 81 respondents, 10 did not answer the 
question. 
Table 8 
Rating the Quality of Training Components in Preparing to Administer the 
Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended Curriculum Frameworks 
 
Training quality Frequency Percent 
 
Poor quality   7     8.9 
Fair quality 21   34.2 
Good quality 27   35.4 
High quality 16   21.5 
Total 71 100.0 
 
Table 8 shows the frequency and percentages for these responses.  A one-sample 
chi-square test was conducted to determine whether the observed frequencies were 
significantly different from the hypothesized frequencies.  The findings revealed the 
observed frequencies were significantly different from the hypothesized ones, χ
2
(3) = 
14.72, p = .002.  When the quality ratings were cross-tabulated against age categories, 
quality ratings varied significantly across age groups, χ
2
(3) = 11.41, p = .010.  Two 




As shown in Table 9, respondents below 30 years of age rated the program as 
having high quality (31.4%) more frequently than respondents 30 years or older (3.6%).  
On the other hand, respondents 30 years or older rated the program as having fair quality 
(53.6%) more than respondents below 30 years of age (23.5%). 
Table 9 
Cross-Tabulations for Quality Ratings Across Age Groups 
 








Age group N % N % N % N % 
 
Younger than 30 5 9.8 12 23.5 18 35.3 16 31.4 
30 or older 2 7.1 15 53.6 10 35.7  1 3.6 
  
 
Note.  Percentages are within age categories. 
When the quality ratings were cross-tabulated against levels of education, quality ratings 
varied significantly across levels of education, χ2(6) = 19.30, p = .004.  As shown in 
Table 10, respondents with a bachelor’s degree rated the program as having poor quality 
(17.1%) more frequently than respondents with a master’s degree (0%) and respondents 










Cross-Tabulations for Quality Ratings Across Levels of Education 
 








Education level N  % N  % N % N % 
 
Bachelor’s 6 17.1 14 40.0 12 34.3 3 8.6 
Master’s 0 0.0 12 48.0 7 28.0 6 24.0 
Specialist/doctorate 1 5.3 1 5.3 9 47.4 8 42.1 
 
 
Note.  Percentages are within levels of education. 
On the other hand, respondents who were specialists or had a doctorate rated the 
program as having good quality (47.4%) more frequently than respondents with a 
bachelor’s degree (34.3%) and respondents with a master’s degree (28%).  Respondents 
who had a specialist certificate or a doctorate also rated the program as having high 
quality (45.1%) more frequently than respondents with a bachelor’s degree (8.6%) and 
respondents with a master’s degree (24.0%). 
Research Question 4 
Research Question 4 asked, “How do Mississippi special education teachers 
report the influence of training (support, feedback, and student interaction) compared to 
the accuracy, usefulness, and quality of the MAAEC?”  Research Question 4 had four 
corresponding hypotheses that were investigated.   
H1.  It was hypothesized that in regard to accuracy in measuring student 




than support, feedback, and student interaction.  A one-sample chi-square test was 
conducted to determine whether the observed frequencies were significantly different 
from the hypothesized frequencies.  The findings revealed that the observed frequencies 
were significantly different from the hypothesized ones, χ
2
(3) = 21.30, p < .001.  Note, 
however, as shown in Table 11, the component that received the highest frequency was 
student interaction (n = 37, 46.8%) and not training (n = 12, 15.2%).  Therefore, the first 
hypothesis was not supported.  Two respondents skipped this question. 
Table 11 
Accuracy Ratings for the Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended 
Curriculum Frameworks Components 
 
Training quality Frequency Percent 
 
Training 12   15.2 
Support 18   22.8 
Feedback 12   15.2 
Student interaction 37   46.8 
Total 79 100.0 
 
H2.  It was hypothesized that with regard to usefulness of the results of the 
MAAECF, the student interaction component of the MAAECF would make the most 
difference to Mississippi special education teachers.  A one-sample chi-square test was 
conducted to determine whether the observed frequencies were significantly different 




The findings revealed the observed frequencies did not differ significantly from 
the hypothesized ones, χ
2
(3) = 2.10, p = .551.  As shown in Table 12, the component that 
received the highest frequency was support (n = 24, 30.8%) and not student interaction (n 
= 21, 26.9%).  Therefore, the second hypothesis was not supported.  Three respondents 
skipped this question. 
Table 12 
Component of the Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended Curriculum 
Frameworks With Regard to Usefulness That Made the Most Difference 
 
Training quality Frequency Percent 
 
Training 16   20.5 
Support 24   30.8 
Feedback 17   21.8 
Student interaction 21   26.9 
Total 78 100.0 
 
H3.  It was hypothesized that with regard to the quality of administering the 
MAAECF, the training and student interaction components of the MAAECF would make 
the most difference to Mississippi special education teachers.  A one-sample chi-square 
test was conducted to determine whether the observed frequencies were significantly 
different from the hypothesized frequencies.  The findings revealed the observed 
frequencies did not differ significantly from the hypothesized ones, χ
2
(3) = 3.54, p = .316.  
As shown in Table 13, the components that received the highest frequency were feedback 




interaction (n = 13, 16.7%).  Therefore, the third hypothesis was not supported.  Three 
respondents skipped this question. 
Table 13 
Components That Made the Most Difference in Regard to the Quality of 
Administering the Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended Curriculum 
Frameworks 
 
Training quality Frequency Percent 
 
Training 19   24.4 
Support 22   28.2 
Feedback 24   30.8 
Student interaction 13   16.7 
Total 78 100.0 
 
H4.  It was hypothesized that, overall, Mississippi special education teachers from 
various counties on the gulf coast would perceive the use of the MAAECF as beneficial.  
A one-sample chi-square test was conducted to determine whether the observed 
frequencies were significantly different from the hypothesized frequencies. 
The findings for Hypothesis 4 revealed the observed frequencies did not differ 
significantly from the hypothesized ones, χ
2
(3) = 3.70, p = .296.  As shown in Table 14, 
the percentages for the answer choices were quite similar.  Therefore, the fourth 







Overall Attitudes About How Beneficial the Use of the Mississippi Alternate Assessment 
of Extended Curriculum Frameworks Can Be 
 
Training quality Frequency Percent 
 
Not at all 20   25.00 
Somewhat 24   30.00 
Beneficial 36   45.10 
Total 80 100.00 
 
Summary 
This study investigated teacher perspective on the MAAECF and if the 
assessment provides an accurate assessment of performance for students with severe 
cognitive disabilities; to what extent they use the results of this assessment in making 
curricular and instructional decisions; how they report the quality of training programs 
for those who administer the MAAECF; and how teachers report the influence of training 
(support, feedback, and student interaction) compared to the accuracy, usefulness, and 
quality of the MAAECF. 
This study revealed that teachers perceive the MAAECF as not providing an 
accurate assessment of performance for their students with severe cognitive disabilities.  
It also revealed that Mississippi special education teachers infrequently use the data from 
the MAAECF in making curricular and instructional decisions; however, they do use the 
results of the MAAECF in aiding them when it comes to their students’ IEP decisions, 




of training programs for Mississippi special education teachers who administer the 
MAAECF preferred using the web-based model of training and believed it to be of good 
quality training. 
One-sample chi-square tests were used to determine what training components 
made the most difference to Mississippi special education teachers compared to the 
accuracy, usefulness, and quality of the MAAECF.  The test revealed that in regard to 
accuracy in measuring student performance, the student interaction component of the 
MAAECF made a slightly higher difference to teachers and not the training component.  
The same test (one-sample chi-square test) revealed that in regard to usefulness of the 
results of the MAAECF, the support component of the MAAECF made a slightly higher 
difference to Mississippi special education teachers.  The study also revealed that with 
regard to the quality of administering the MAAECF, feedback and support made a 
slightly higher difference to Mississippi special education teachers.  The study also 
revealed that, overall, Mississippi special education teachers from various counties on the 







 DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Results of this study contribute information to the limited body of research 
addressing the effectiveness of alternate assessment and their impact on the quality of 
curriculum and instruction for students with severe cognitive disabilities.  Laws and 
policies requiring such assessments have proliferated in the wake of the enactment of the 
NCLB Act.  This chapter includes brief review of the problem, summary of findings, 
limitations of the study implications for practice, recommendations for further research, 
and a conclusion.   
Review of Problem 
Prior to the mandates of NCLB 2001 and IDEIA 2004, schools, districts, parents, 
and lawmakers had limited information as to whether or not students with severe 
cognitive disabilities were receiving an effective and efficient education (Ysseldyke, 
Thurlow, McGrew, & Vanderwood, 1994).  In response to this concern and to fulfill the 
mandates of NCLB Act of 2001 and IDEIA (2004), states have invested funds and time 
in development of alternate assessments to measure educational progress for students 
with severe cognitive disabilities.  However, educational research is limited as to the 
effectiveness and efficiency of the use of alternate assessments in making an impact on 
learning outcomes for students.  Lawmakers failed to realize that simply mandating the 
process of accountability through assessment will not ensure a positive outcome for 






Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which Mississippi special 
education teachers perceive the MAAECF in providing an accurate assessment of 
academic performance for students with severe cognitive disabilities.  In addition, the 
study probed the ways in which teachers used the results of the MAAECF in making 
curriculum and instructional decisions for this subgroup of students.  Inquiry into 
teachers’ perceived level of the quality of training for the administration of the MAAECF 
provided insight into the process for preparation for administration of the alternate 
assessment.  Finally, the study was used to determine how teachers perceived the 
components of training (support, feedback, and student interaction) compared to the 
accuracy, usefulness, and quality of the MAAECF. 
Summary of Findings 
The data for this study were obtained through the administration of the Alternate 
Assessment Rating Scale (AARS), a researcher-developed survey.  The survey was 
disseminated to 123 Mississippi special education teachers to determine the extent of 
perceived importance and use of data in regards to the MAAECF.  Specifically, teachers 
responded to the accuracy of the assessment, use of the results of the assessment, quality 
of training programs, and the significance of specific training components.  Of the 123 
individuals to whom surveys were sent, 81 participated.  To obtain quantitative data, a 
descriptive research design was utilized.  Data collected from this study were examined 







An analysis of data collected from the AARS related to teacher perspective on use 
of the MAAECF to measure the performance of students with severe cognitive 
disabilities was conducted to inform each of the research questions.  The data were 
analyzed in which the statistical test was set at an alpha level of .05.  The following 
analysis of results from the AARS provided information in response to each research 
question.   
Research Question 1 
“To what extent did special education teachers report that the MAAECF provides 
an accurate assessment of performance for students with severe cognitive disabilities?”  
Most respondents reported that the MAAECF was not accurate or only somewhat 
accurate in measuring student performance.  Based on this report, it appears that teachers 
perceived the MAAECF has little to no value in determining the functioning academic 
levels for students with severe cognitive disabilities.  This finding coincides with research 
by Webster-Graf (2011) whose study revealed that assessments do not test creative 
thinking or problem solving and schools and students who do not perform well are 
penalized rather than aided.  Historically, students with disabilities have participated in 
assessments that were determined by the special education teacher and driven by the 
student’s IEP (Eisenberg, 2006).  These assessments were the only accountability 
measure and the single driving force behind a student’s educational endeavor (Eisenberg, 






Research Question 2 
“To what extent and in what ways do special education teachers report that the 
results of the MAAECF are used in making curricular and instructional decisions for 
students identified as having severe cognitive disabilities in Mississippi schools?”  The 
results of the AARS indicated that teachers infrequently use the results of the MAAECF 
in guiding curricular and instructional decisions.  This finding does not comport with 
existing body of literature on this segment of the findings.  A central purpose of high-
stakes testing is to improve educational and transitional results for students with 
disabilities (IDEIA, 2004).  Not using the data in the way it was intended does not ensure 
that all students reach their potential (Goals 2000: Education America Act, 1994).  
Research also stated that teacher perception of the use of alternate assessments for 
students with severe cognitive disabilities has become integral to making changes in 
instructional practices (Staugler, 2004).  Mississippi special education teachers perceive 
the MAAECF as having little to no value; therefore, it fails to meet the purpose of 
providing information that is foundational for teaching and learning activities.   
Research Question 3 
“What is the reported quality of training programs for special education teachers 
who administer the MAAECF?”  Through this study it was revealed that the quality of 
training programs for Mississippi special education teachers who administer the 
MAAECF preferred using the web-based model of training and believed it to be of good 
quality.  This finding supports research by De Stefano et al. (2001) that providing 
teachers with quality training in administration of alternate assessments is essential to 




implemented with fidelity to measure their performances.  It is noted that when the 
quality ratings were cross-tabulated against age categories, quality ratings varied 
significantly across age groups; the study also revealed that teachers 30 years or younger 
rated the program as having high quality training and teachers 30 years or older deemed 
training as only being of fair quality.  The conclusion could be made that teachers who 
have been in education longer might have been through the same training time and time 
again and not have gotten much from it.  The younger teachers have less experience and 
are learning new ideas and or formats.  Another reason could be that new technology 
might have been used during training and the younger teachers tend to be much more 
familiar with the training format than the older teachers. 
Another interesting finding when education levels were cross tabulated against 
quality ratings was that the results showed that those at the bachelor’s level rated the 
program as having poor quality more than respondents with a master’s degree and more 
so than respondents with a specialist degree or doctorate.  On the other hand, respondents 
who were specialists or had a doctorate rated the program as having good quality more 
than those with a bachelor’s and a master’s degree. To ensure the data was accurate, due 
to the contradictory findings when quality ratings were cross-tabulated against age 
categories, and the finding when education levels were cross tabulated against quality 
ratings the researcher reassessed the data multiple times.  The results indicated no 
change.  This outcome may be due to any number of factors such as being new to the 
field, changing over from general education, movement within the field, and the length of 
time in the field which brings with it knowledge, the teachers who were responded to the 




along with the answer because they were in their early stages of teaching and did not 
want to be singled out if they perceived things not being well in their particular school 
district.  
Research Question 4 
“How do special education teachers report the influence of training (i.e., support, 
feedback, and student interaction) compared to the accuracy, usefulness, and quality of 
the MAAECF?”  The study revealed that in regard to accuracy in measuring student 
performance, the student interaction component, and not the training component, of the 
MAAECF made a slightly higher difference to teachers.  The findings are similar to those 
of Kampfer et al. (2001) in which the researchers found that when teachers involved 
students in the assessment process and engrained the alternate assessment in daily 
instruction, students’ scores showed improvement.  This fact was also supported by 
Elliott et al. (1996) in which the data revealed that teachers provide valuable information 
on the impact of assessments on instructional practices and student outcomes. 
The study likewise revealed that with regard to the quality of administering the 
MAAECF, feedback and support made a somewhat higher difference to Mississippi 
special education teachers.  Feedback and support has been shown to positively impact 
not only the performance of teachers in the classroom but also the achievement of their 
students (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005; Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002; Joyce 
& Showers, 2002).  This supports the respondents’ view that feedback and support made 
the most difference.   
In regards to usefulness of the results of the MAAECF, the support component of 




In a survey by Kampfer et al. (2001), some teachers indicated the amount of assistance 
and support provided by states was very low and that the teachers themselves often felt 
secluded.  It is the teachers who generally administer and score the assessments in most 
states and the observation of this study’s participants could serve as a vital part of the 
review and improvement of assessment practice (Wangber, as cited in Kampfer et al., 
2001).  Teachers reported that education reform had been implemented without any input 
from them and that the achieved reforms took into account concerns of others and not the 
teachers (Wangber, as cited in Kampfer et al., 2001). 
The study also revealed that, overall, Mississippi special education teachers from 
various counties on the gulf coast perceived the use of the MAAECF as being beneficial 
despite not accurately depicting their student’s abilities.  This outcome may come from 
teachers understanding of the intent behind the mandates of NCLB (2001) and IDEIA 
(2004).  One possible reason teachers in various counties on the Mississippi gulf coast 
could perceive the use of the MAAECF as being beneficial could be supported by 
research conducted by Roach et al. (2007).  By having teachers participate in professional 
developments and equipping teachers with strategies that would promote students’ access 
to the general education curriculum and instruction, teachers tend to see the benefits 
behind the alternate assessments (Roach et al., 2007).  Another reason for teachers seeing 
the alternate assessment as being beneficial might be explained by a study by Kleinert et 
al. (1999) that revealed teachers expressed positive attitudes of the alternate assessment 







The following limitations were identified as possible restrictions in the research 
method for this study: 
1.  The study relied on self-reported information through a survey; no assurance is 
given that the participants gave adequate time and thought when completing the 
questionnaire. 
2.  The survey was designed with forced responses, which did not provide an 
opportunity for respondents to elaborate or construct their own responses to increase 
accuracy of reporting. 
3.  This study was limited to special education teachers in various counties of the 
Mississippi gulf coast; therefore, the results should be generalized to other settings only 
with appropriate caution.  The response rate to the study was good but is still a relatively 
small sample. 
Implications for Policy and Practice 
In 1975, with the passage of Public Law 94-142, Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act (Yell et al., 1998), the federal government enacted a law that allowed 
students with disabilities a free, appropriate, public, education.  From then on, the federal 
government has passed numerous educational laws that pertain to students with 
disabilities.  These laws increased the rights to an equal and meaningful education, not 
unlike their nondisabled peers.  However, with each passing presidency, the educational 
laws seem to become even more demanding and confusing. 
At the federal level, before educational law is put in place, which will no doubt 




federal government to complete a pilot program to prove or disprove whether the idea 
will work.  It would also be beneficial to the state and local education agencies for the 
federal government to give concrete guidelines on how they want the new program to be 
developed, implemented, and run.  This would cause less stress on the states and waste 
less time in the local school districts trying to figure out if they are heading in the right 
direction and helping instead of hindering there students.  Neither the NCLB Act of 2001 
nor IDEIA (2004) have concrete guidelines, making it impossible to reach goals on the 
educational system.  It would be a good idea to look to teachers in the trenches to help 
develop a more attainable systematic program that can be built upon yearly, not just 
during a presidential term. 
 With each passing law or amendment to such law, state and local education 
agencies are continuously reviewing and revising existing policies and measures to 
accommodate the mandates from the federal government.  It is vital that these agencies 
take an active approach to guarantee that assessments are being improved upon.  State 
and local education agencies should make modifications to existing policy based on data 
collected from the field (i.e., school districts, teachers, parents, and school personnel), 
possibly through statewide surveys.  Once the surveys are completed, the 
recommendations made by general and special education administrators and teachers for 
improving existing policies and assessment processes should be taken into account when 
making changes to policies and procedures.  A committee (composed of state and local 
education agencies, special education directors, and both special and general education 
teachers) should be formed to review the current policies and make changes which reflect 




Students with or without disabilities deserve a free, appropriate education that 
leads to a chance of living a successful life.  This study indicates that even though 
Mississippi special education teachers may not see the assessment itself as providing an 
accurate assessment of performance for students with severe cognitive disabilities, they 
do perceive the practice of assessing students as beneficial.  It is imperative that teachers 
have a thorough understanding of the MAAECF process and how to provide continuous 
instructional standards.  To ensure teachers understand the concept behind alternate 
assessments, the Mississippi Department of Education should enact more professional 
development for special education teachers so that they may understand the intent of the 
MAAECF along with obtaining training in best practices for use of its data.  The training 
must include instruction on how to administer the MAAECF along with information on 
the importance of using assessment results to help guide instruction and help students 
with severe cognitive disabilities access the general education programs. 
In order to abide by the NCLB Act of 2001 and IDEIA (2004), the Mississippi 
Department of Education formed a team composed of state directors, university 
professors, researchers, and superintendents (MDE, 2007) who were directly involved in 
the development and planning of the content and procedures for the MAAECF.  Some 
Mississippi special education teachers were given an opportunity to respond to surveys or 
provide suggestions.  It is recommended that teachers of students with severe cognitive 
disabilities be more involved in the future development and planning of all programs that 
impact the educational endeavors of their students; this should include but not be limited 





Not only is it important for teachers to understand the why behind assessing 
students with severe cognitive disabilities, it is also important for teachers to know that 
through the assessment process, they have a support system in place.  In a study by 
Kampfer et al. (2001), teachers indicated the amount of assistance and support provided 
by states was very low.  Data collected by the AARS indicated Mississippi special 
education teachers reported that the support component, not the training component, of 
the MAAECF made the most difference to them.  With that being said, it is imperative 
that the LEA find additional methods separate of professional developments or 
assessment training to support their special education teachers through the assessment 
process.  Ideas such as time during school hours to connect with other special education 
teachers who administer the MAAECF, hiring substitute teachers to cover classes while 
teachers are administering the assessments, or working lunches with their administrators 
(principals, special education directors) to discuss obstacles or express concerns would be 
ways to ensure these teachers feel supported. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations for future 
research can be made: 
1.  Future research into the education perspectives of directors and assistant 
directors of special education regarding the MAAECF should be conducted.  Not unlike 
teachers, they too have a stake in the outcomes of the assessments and how the data are 
used in instructional curriculum decisions. 
2.  Future research into parents’ perceptions of the alternate assessment should be 




their child’s educational endeavors.  Now, with alternate assessments, they should have 
the opportunity to express whether the assessments are helping or hurting their children’s 
chance for a better life. 
3.  Future research into tracking a group of children with severe cognitive 
disabilities from kindergarten through 2 years past 12th grade should be conducted.  The 
mandate behind alternate assessments for students with disabilities is to increase the 
number of children participating in the general education program that then translates into 
higher student expectations and outcomes (Christie et al., 2001).   
Discussion and Conclusions 
Although a limited body of research is available to support the influence of state-
supported alternate assessments for making positive changes in instructional practices 
(Staugler, 2004), lawmakers have failed to realize that simply mandating the process of 
accountability through assessment will not ensure a positive outcome for students with 
disabilities (McDonnell et al., 1997).   Disconnect between what the law mandates and 
what teachers believe to be achievable is evident. Teachers are the untapped rescores in 
regard to developing and implementing an assessment that would be not only user 
friendly to teachers but demonstrate student abilities.  Much can be learned by observing, 
talking too and listening to, teachers who work with students with severe cognitive 
disabilities.  Those who are teaching now are the experts in the field, but those with little 
or no experience in the field of special education are the ones allowed to make the 
changes.  Research by Kamper et al. (2001) has shown that teachers who work with 
children with disabilities know there students well, what they are capable of doing, and 




By placing teachers at the development level of the assessment, will possibly 
reduce the number of changes having to be made yearly, increase the content level of 
their students due to having an assessment that is formulated and devised with their 
strengths in mind, and also ensure that the assessment data will help increase their 
students’ opportunities and length of time in the general education setting with their 
nondisabled peers. 
These findings call into question the effectiveness for the practice of lawmakers 
legislating education reform.  Lawmakers have failed to realize the complexity of 
education systems.  Simply mandating the process of accountability through assessment 
will not ensure a positive outcome for students with disabilities (McDonnell et al., 1997).  
No doubt, as the nation moves forward with a national commitment to improve American 
education systems, assessments will continue to be a topic of controversy at all levels of 
education.  Until the next idea comes along that can incorporate measures of 
accountability, student learning, and alignment of curriculum to state standards, 
assessments will continue to be used to provide the information that stakeholders are 
demanding.  As government continues to legislate that the quality of education be 
measured by high-stakes accountability testing, researchers will need to employ diligence 
to determine the effectiveness of the legislative mandates.  Moreover, as education 
budgets continue to be cut, an in-depth look into the funding of accountability testing 
such as the alternate assessment for students with severe cognitive disabilities must be 
conducted to determine whether the results of the reform warrant the level of funding 






Special education was developed to include students with disabilities in the 
educational system through a free, appropriate, public education.   With each passing 
presidency, laws have been mandated to ensure that the tradition of inclusion continues; 
however, it does not seem that all laws have been beneficial to students with disabilities.    
Special education teachers spend a majority of their day working with, preparing for and 
learning all they can about their students and the child’s abilities and disabilities.  
Federal, state, and local educational agencies would benefit by talking to, surveying, 
observing and ultimately consulting teachers in the field before they decide to mandate a 
program only to find that the intended outcome and level of belief in the mandate is 
almost nonexistent.  If teachers have the knowledge and experience needed to help their 
students become successful, it would only make sense that they can be of benefit to those 
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SUPERINTENDENTS’ PERMISSION AND CONSENT FORM 
 
120 Birchwood Rd. 
Danville, VA 24540 
February 19, 2013 
 
Superintendent 
_____________ County School District 
Street 




I am Lynn Bezue-Tull, a doctoral candidate at The University of Southern 
Mississippi.  I am conducting research for doctoral dissertation on teacher perception of 
the Mississippi Alternate Assessment Extended Curriculum Framework.  I would like 
your written permission to survey all the special education teachers of students with 
severe cognitive disabilities who have administered the MAAECF in your district.  This 
project has been reviewed by the Human Subjects Protection Review Committee, which 
ensures that research projects involving human subjects follow federal regulations.  Any 
questions or concerns about rights as a research subject should be directed to the chair of 
the Institutional Review Board, The University of Southern Mississippi, 118 College 
Drive #5147, Hattiesburg, MS 39406-0001, (601) 266-6820. 
With your permission, this questionnaire will be distributed to (place school 
names here).  The questionnaire will be distributed by e-mail (SurveyMonkey.com) with 
written instructions and is not expected to take longer than 20 minutes to complete.  A 
copy of the questionnaire and instructions will be sent to you upon approval from the 
Institutional Review Board for our records.  Participation in the project is completely 
voluntary, and participants may withdraw at any time without penalty, prejudice, or loss 
of benefits.  All personal information is strictly confidential, anonymity of districts, 
schools, and participants will be honored.  The aggregated findings of the study will be 
shared with the superintendent upon request, but results should not be used for personnel 
evaluations. 
If you consent to have the listed school’s special education teachers participate in 
this research, please sign and date the enclosed consent form and return it in the self-
addressed, stamped envelope. 
Thank you for your consideration.  If you have any questions, you can contact me 
at greer932000@yahoo.com or 228-547-3028. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lynn Bezue-Tull, Ed.S 
Doctoral Candidate 






CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN TEACHER REPORT ON THE MAAECF SURVEY 
 
 
As superintendent of _______________County School District, I give Lynn Bezue-Tull 
permission to conduct educational research at the following 
schools:_____________________.  This research will be conducted on teacher 
perceptions of the MAAECF upon approval from the University of Southern Mississippi 
Institutional Review Board.  Permission is granted to survey the special education 
teachers of students with severe cognitive disabilities, who have administered the 
MAAECF during the 2011-2012 school year.  I understand participation in this research 
is voluntary.  All responses will be kept confidential.  No individuals, schools or districts 
will be identified in any of the reports. 
 
_____________________________________ ________________ 











APPENDIX  D 







COVER LETTER ACCOMPANYING SURVEY 
Greerlynn M. Bezue-Tull 
120 Birchwood Road 
Danville, Virginia 24540 
Email: greer932000@gmail.com 
 
Dear Mississippi Special Educator: 
 
You have been selected to participate in a doctoral research study regarding the 
Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended Curriculum Framework and its accurate 
depiction of student performance, how the data is used in guiding curricular and 
instructional decisions, and the extent to which training, support, feedback and student 
interaction might have had on the accuracy, usefulness and quality of the MAAECF.  As 
you are aware legislative trends pertaining to assessment under No Child Left Behind Act 
of 2001, has increased the educational accountability for students with severe cognitive 
disabilities by assessing them through alternate means.  This has meant immense changes 
and challenges for everyone involved, with little or no guidance as how to reach the goals 
set in place.   
I realize that your time is precious.  The survey, Alternate Assessment Rating 
Scale (AARS), will take less twenty minutes to complete.  Participation is voluntary and 
your responses are confidential along with the assurance that your school will not be 
identified, either.  Data will be password protected, be reported in aggregate form only, 
with no identification of individual responses.  Your responses are very important to this 
research and your timely participation is valued.  Although your participation would be 
greatly appreciated, there is no penalty for declining to participate in this study. 
Your responses on the AARS survey will assist in giving Mississippi administrators, state 
educational agencies, and stake holders, a teacher’s insight into MAAECF, as we strive to 
meet the high accountability standards required by federal policies.  If you are willing to 
participate in this study, which has been approved by The University of Southern 
Mississippi Institutional Review Board, please click on the link below.  The submission 
of your completed survey implies your informed consent to participate.  Thank you in 
advance for your participation in this study.   
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/KJWG5P9 
The research has been approved by the University of Southern Mississippi 
Institutional Review Board, if you have any questions or would like to further 
information on this study, you may contact me at 228-547-3028.  If you have questions 
about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the Chair of the Institutional 
Review Board, The University of Southern Mississippi, 118 College Drive # 5147, 
Hattiesburg, MS 39406-0001, 601-266-6820. 
 
Sincerely, 
Greerlynn M. Bezue-Tull 






















Baker, E., & Linn, R. (2002). Validity issues for accountability systems. Los Angeles, 
CA: National Center for Research on Evaluation, University of Califorina. 
Browder, D., & Cooper-Duffy, K. (2003). Evidence-based practices for students with 
severe disabilities and the requirement for accountability in “No Child Left 
Behind.” Journal of Special Education, 37, 157-163. doi:10.1177/ 
00224669030370030501 
Browder, D., Flowers, C., Delzell-Ahlgrim, L., Karvonen, M., Spooner, F., & Algozzine, 
R. (2004).The alignment of alternate assessment content with academic and 
functional curricula. Journal of Special Education, 37, 211-223. doi:10.1177/ 
00224669040370040101 
Browder, D., Karvonen, M., Davis, S., Fallin, K., & Courtade-Little, G. (2005).  The 
impact of teacher training on state alternate assessment scores. Exceptional 
Children, 71, 267-282. 
Browder, D., Spooner, F., Algozzine, R., Ahlgrim-Delzell, L., Flowers, C., & Karvonen, 
M. (2003). What we know and need to know about alternate assessment. 
Exceptional Children, 70, 45-62. 
Cameto, R., Bergland, F., Knokey, A. M., Nagle, K. M., Sanford, C., Kalb, S. C., 
Blackorby, J.,  .  .  .  Ortega, M. (2010). Teacher perspectives of school-level 
implementation of alternate assessments for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities. A report from the national study on alternate assessments (NCSER 




Christie, K., Griffith, M., Ziebarth, T., Walker, C., & Weiss, S. (2001). No state left 
behind: The challenges and opportunities of ESEA. Retrieved from Education 
Commission of the States website: http//www.ecs.org/html/special/ESEA/pdf/ 
esea3 
Cizek, G. J. (2001). More unintended consequences of high‐stakes testing. Educational 
Measurement: Issues and Practice, 20(4), 19-27. 
Clardy, K. G. (2004). Teachers’ perception of the palmetto achievement challenge test-
alternate assessment (Unpublished dissertation). Clemson University, Clemson, 
SC. 
Cochran-Smith, M., & Zeichner, K. M. (2005). Studying teacher education: The report of 
the panel on research and teacher education. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 
Creswell, J. (2003). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 
approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Darling-Hammond, L., & Berry, B. (2006). Highly qualified teachers for all. Educational 
Leadership, 64(3), 14. 
Darling-Hammond, L., & Youngs, P. (2002). Defining “high qualified teachers”: What 
does “scientifically-based research” actually tell us? Educational Researcher, 31, 
13-25. 
DeStefano, L., Shriner, J., & Lloyd, C. (2001). Teacher decision-making in participation 
of students with disabilities in large-scale assessments. Exceptional Children, 68, 
7-22. 
Eisenberg, J. (2006). 2006-2007 VAAP evidence: Demonstrating student achievement. 




Elliott, S., Roach, A., Kaase, K., & Kettler, R. (2009). The Mississippi Alternate 
Assessment of Extended Curriculum Frameworks: Purpose, procedures, and 
validity evidence summary. In W. Schafer & R. Lissitz (Eds.), Alternate 
assessments based on alternateachievement standards policy, practice and 
potential (pp. 239-274). Baltimore, MD: Brookes. 
Elliott, J., Thurlow, M., & Ysseldyke, J. (1996). Assessment guidelines that maximize the 
participations of students with disabilities in large-scale assessments: 
Characteristics and considerations.  Retrieved from http://www.cehd.umn.edu/ 
NCEO/onlinepubs/archive/Synthesis/synthesis25.html  
Eppley, K. (2009). Rural schools and the highly qualified teacher provision of No Child 
Left Behind: A critical policy analysis. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 
24(4), 1-11. Retrieved from http://jrre.psu.edu/articles/24-4.pdf 
Erickson, A. S. G., Noonan, P. M., & McCall, Z. (2012, Spring). Effectiveness of online 
professional development for rural special educator. Rural Special Education 
Quarterly, 31(1). Retrived from http://www.questia.com 
Ezell, D., Klein, C., & Ezell-Powell, S. (1999). Empowering students with mental 
retardation through portfolio assessment: A tool for fostering self-determination 
skills. Education and Training in Mental Retardation and Developmental 
Disabilities, 34, 453-463. 
Flowers, C., Ahlgrim-Delzell, L., Browder, D., & Spooner, F. (2005). Teachers’ 
perceptions of alternate assessment. Research and Practice for Persons With 




Geenen, K., Thurlow, M., & Ysseldyke, J. (1995). A disability perspective on five years 
of education reform. Minneapolis, MN: National Center on Educational Outcome, 
University of Minnesota. 
Goals 2000: Educate America Act, 103 U.S.C. 1804 (1994). 
Hager, K. D., & Slocum, T. A. (2002, March). Alternate assessment: No child left behind 
during statewide testing. Paper presented at the annual national conference 
proceedings of the American Council on Rural Special Education, Reno, Nevada. 
Hardman, M. L., & Dawson, S. (2008). The impact of federal public policy on 
curriculum and instruction for students with disabilities in the general classroom. 
Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 52(2), 
5-11. 
Horvath, L., Kampfer-Bohach, S., & Kearns, J. (2005). The use of accommodations 
among students with deaf-blindness in large-scale assessment systems. Journal of 
Disability Policy Studies, 16, 177-187. 
Individuals With Disabilities Education Act of 1997, 20 U.S.C. § 1400 et seq. 
Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 104 Stat. 1142 (2004).   
Joyce, R. B., & Showers, B. (2002). Student achievement through staff development (3rd 
ed.). Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 
Kampfer, S., Horvath, L., Kleinert, H., & Kearns, J. (2001). Teachers’ perception of one 
state’s alternate assessment protfolio program: Implications for practice and 




Karvonen, M., Flowers, C., Browder, D., Wakeman, S., & Algozzine, B. (2006). Case 
study of the influence on alternate assessment outcomes for students with 
disabilities. Education and Training in Development Disabilities, 41(2), 95-110. 
Kleinert, H. L., Browder, D. M., & Towles-Reeves, E. A. (2009). Models of cognition for 
students with significant cognitive disabilities: Implications for assessment. 
Review of Educational Research, 79, 301-326. doi:10.3102/0034654308326160 
Kleinert, H., Kennedy, S., & Kearns, J. (1999). Impact of alternate assessments: A 
statewide teacher survey. Journal of Special Education, 33, 93-102. doi:10.1177/ 
002246699903300203 
Koretz, D., Barron, S., Mitchell, K., & Stecher, B. (1996). Perceived effects of the 
Kentucky instructional results information system. Available from http://www 
.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR792.html  
Kossar, K., Mitchem, K., & Ludlow, B. (2005, January). No Child Left Behind: A 
national study of its impact on special education in rural schools. Rural Special 
Education Quarterly, 24, 3-8. 
Ladd, H. (1996). Holding schools accountable: Performance-based reform in education. 
Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution. 
Langenfeld, K., Thurlow, M., & Scott, D. (1997). High stakes testing for students: 
Unanswered questions and implications for students with disabilities. Retrieved 
from http://www.cehd.umn.edu/NCEO/onlinepubs/archive/Synthesis/ 
Synthesis26.htm  
Lewis, D., Mitzel, H., & Green, D. (1996). Standard setting: A bookmark approach. In D. 




Symposium conducted at the Council of Chief State School Officers National 
Conference on Large Scale Assessment, Phoenix, AZ. 
Lewis, D., Mitzel, H., & Green, D. (1997). High stakes testing for students: Unanswered 
questions and implications for students with disabilities. Minneapolis, MN: 
National Center on Education Outcomes, University of Minnesota. 
McDonnell, L., McLaughlin, M., & Morison, P. (1997). Educating one and all: Students 
with disabilities and standards-based reform. Washington, DC: National 
Academies Press. 
McLaughlin, M., & Rhim-Morando, L. (2007). Accountability frameworks and children 
with disabilities: A test of assumptions about improving public education for all 
students. International Journal of Disability, Development and Education, 54, 25-
49. doi:10.1080/10349120601149698 
McMillan, J. H. & Wergin, J. F. (2010). Understanding and evaluating educational 
research (4th edn.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education. 
Mississippi Department of Education. (2003). Severe/multiple disabilities. Retrieved 
from http://www.mde.k12.ms.us/special-education/special-education-information-
and-publications 
Mississippi Department of Education. (2007). Mississippi Alternate Assessment of the 
Extended Curriculum Frameworks for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities technical manual (Version 2.2). Jackson, MS: Author. 
Mississippi Department of Education. (2008-2009). Mississippi Alternate Assessment of 




Mississippi Department of Education. (2011a). Mississippi district and school 
information. Retrieved from http://www.mde.k12.ms.us/map?ShowList=1 
Mississippi Department of Education. (2011b). Teacher resource guide for the 
Mississippi Alternate Assessment of Extended Curriculum Frameworks 
(MAAECF). Retrieved from http://home.mde.k12.ms.us/docs/student-
assessment/maaecf-20trg-20--20reduced-20pdf.pdf?sfvrsn=2 
Mississippi Department of Education. (2012a). District resource guide. Jackson, MS: 
Author. 
Mississippi Department of Education. (2012b). Educator licensure: Certification of 
special education. Retrieved from http://www.mde.k12.ms.us/educator-licensure/ 
certification-for-special-education 
Mississippi Department of Education. (2012c). ESEA flexibility request. Retrieved from 
http://www.mde.k12.ms.us/maaecf/ 
Mistretta, L. A. (2008, Fall). What are the effects of the Virginia Alternate Assessment 
Program on the instruction of students with severe disabilities in one school 
district (Master’s thesis)? Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses 
database. (UMI No. 3346878) 
Mitzel, H. C., Lewis, D. M., Patz, R. J., & Green, D. R. (2001). The bookmark procedure: 
Psychological perspectives. In G. J. Cizek (Ed.), Setting performance standards: 
Concepts, methods, and perspectives (p. 50). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 
National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983). A nation at risk: The 





No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Pub. L. No. 107-110, 115 Stat. 1425. 
Perie, M. (2009). Setting alternate achievement standards on the Mississippi Alternate 
Assessment of the Extended Curriculum Frameworks. Jackson, MS: Center for 
Assessment. 
Rabinowitz, S., Sato, E., Case, B. J., Benitez, D., & Jordan, K. (2008). Alternate 
assessments for special education students in the southwest region states. 
Retrieved from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/pdf/ 
REL_2008044.pdf  
Resmovits, J. (2012, July 19). No Child Left Behind waivers granted to 33 U.S. states, 
some with strings attached. The Huffington Post. Retrieved from http://www 
.huffingtonpost.com/2012/07/19/no-child-left-behind-waiver_n_1684504.html 
Roach, A. T., Elliott, S. N., & Berndt, S. (2007). Teacher perceptions and the 
consequential validity of an alternate assessment for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities. Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 18, 168-175. 
Robson, C. (1993). Real world research. Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 
Safier, K. L. (2007). Improving teacher quality in Ohio: The limitations of the highly 
qualified teacher provision of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Journal of 
Law and Education, 36(1), 65-87. 
Schafer, D., & Lissitz, R. (2009). Alternate assessments based on alternate achievement 
standards. Baltimore, MD: Brookes. 
Sprague, D. (2006). Research agenda for online teacher professional development 




Staugler, K. (2004). Curriculum experiences for literacy, learning and living. Solana 
Beach, CA: Mayer-Johnson. 
Thompson, S. J., Johnstone, C. J., & Thurlow, M. L. (2002). Universal design applied to 
large scale assessments. Retrieved from http://osepideasthatwork.org/toolkit/ 
pdf/Universal_Design_LSA.pdf 
Thompson, S. J., Johnstone, C. J.,Thurlow, M. L., & Altman, J. (2005). 2005 state 
special education outcomes: Steps forward in a decade of change.Retrieved from 
http://www.education.umn.edu/nceo/OnlinePubs/2005StateReport.htm 
Thurlow, M. (2004). How state policies and practices for alternate assessment impact 
who is included in NAEP for state assessments. Minneapolis, MN: National 
Center on Education Outcomes, University of Minnesota.  
Towles-Reeves, E. (2007). Alternate assessments based on alternate achievement 
standards for students with the most significant cognitive disabilities: Principals' 
perceptions (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). University of Kentucky, 
Lexington, Ky. 
Towles-Reeves, E., Kearns, J., Kleinert, H., & Kleinert, J. (2009). An analysis of the 
learning characteristic of students taking alternate assessments based on alternate 
achievement standards. Journal of Special Education, 42, 241-254. doi:10.1177/ 
0022466907313451 
Turner, M., Baldwin, L., Kleinert, H., & Kerns, J. F. (2000).The relation of statewide 
alternate assessment for students with severe disabilities to other measures of 





U.S. Department of Education. (2005). Bridges4Kids.Retrieved from http//www 
.bridges4kides.org/articles/2005/6-05 
U.S. Department of Education. (2007). History: Twenty-five years of progress in 
educating children with disabilities through IDEA. Retrieved from http://www2 
.ed.gov/policy/speced/leg/idea/history.html 
Webster-Graf, E. (2011). Standardized testing: Good or bad for assessment of teacher 
performance, assessment of the education system? Retrieved from League of 
Women Voters of Greater Las Cruces Education Committee website: http//www 
.lwvglc.org/lwvglc_standardized_testing 
Wrightslaw. (2011). What you need to know about IDEA 2004. Section 1412: State 
eligibility (the catch-all statute). Retrieved from http://www.wrightslaw.com/ 
idea/art/sec.1412.overview.htm 
Yell, M. L. (1997). Education and the law. Preventing School Failure: Alternative 
Education for Children and Youth, 41(4), 185-187. 
Yell, M. L., Rogers, D., & Rogers, E. L. (1998). The legal history of special education: 
What a long, strange trip it’s been! Remedial and Special Education, 19, 219-228. 
doi:10.1177/074193259801900405 
Ysseldyke, J., Thurlow, M., McGrew, K., & Vanderwood, M. (1994). Making decisions 
about the inclusion of students with disabilities in large-scale assessments 
(Synthesis Report No. 13). Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota, National 




Zatta, M., & Pullin, D. (2004). Education and alternate assessment for students with 
significant cognitive disabilities: Implications for educators. Education Policy 
Analysis Archives, 12(16). Retrieved from http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v12n16/ 
 
 
 
